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The shadow didn't just cover the sun; it felt like the sky itself was being folded in half. Bettsam gripped the handle of Memory so hard the cold steel bit into his palm. He looked up, squinting against the glare that managed to sneak around the edges of the massive creature circling above. It was a dragon, no doubt about it, but not like the ones in the dusty scrolls back at the village—if those scrolls even existed anymore after the fire. This one had scales that caught the morning light like polished emeralds, shifting from deep forest green to a brilliant, almost translucent lime as it banked.

“Easy,” Gidon said, though his voice had a tremor in it that Bettsam hadn’t heard even when the Yucaipan soldiers were charging up the hill. Gidon wasn't looking at his sword. He was looking at the dragon’s back.

Bettsam shifted his weight, his boots crunching on the frost-tipped grass. Beside him, Almas looked like he’d forgotten how to breathe. The pale-skinned boy’s yellow eyes were wide, tracking the beast as it began its final descent. Behind them, the Kadus Knights were a wall of iron and fur. The Bear Lords they rode grunted, their massive paws digging into the turf. Deleta and Kade stood like statues, their hands hovering near their hilts but not drawing. They knew.

With a sound like a hundred sails snapping in a gale, the dragon flared its wings. The wind nearly knocked Bettsam over. It smelled like pine, mountain ice, and something ancient. The mist that had been clinging to the ancient oaks at the forest's edge was blown away in an instant, revealing the charred ruins of the valley below in stark, ugly detail. The dragon touched down with a thud that Bettsam felt in his teeth. 

He didn’t wait for a command to move closer, though he stayed in a defensive crouch. He saw them then—three figures clinging to leather harnesses strapped across the dragon’s ridged spine. They looked like they’d been dragged through a swamp and then shoved through a briar patch. 

“Cady!” Gidon’s voice cracked. 

Bettsam watched as a girl scrambled down the green scales first. She moved with a grace that suggested she spent a lot of time in a training yard, despite her tangled hair and the dirt smudging her face. As soon as her boots hit the ground, she didn't wait. She sprinted toward Gidon. 

The two boys followed. One was gangly and older—maybe thirteen—with a look of intense concentration on his face that made him look like he was trying to solve a math problem while jumping off a cliff. The other was younger, maybe Bettsam’s age, and he was carrying a crossbow like it was a part of his own arm. He moved with a slight limp, his face pale, but his eyes were sharp, scanning the knights as if looking for a threat.

Before Bettsam could even ask who they were, the emerald dragon shuddered. A ripple of light, like heat haze off a summer road, washed over its massive form. In the blink of an eye, the mountain-sized beast was gone. Standing in its place was a girl who looked no older than ten, with pointed ears and a look of pure, unadulterated mischief despite the soot on her clothes. 

A small, winged shape suddenly blurred around her head. “Chirp! Squeak!” It was a tiny imp, its iridescent wings fluttering so fast they were just a blur. 

“Oh, shut up, Tricker,” the girl said, swatting at the air. She looked over at Teanas and grinned. “See? I told you I’d bring them back in one piece. Mostly.”

“Seacra,” Teanas sighed, though he looked like a weight had been lifted from his regal shoulders. “You were supposed to stay in the forest.”

“And miss the fun? Not a chance,” she replied.

Bettsam looked back at the reunion. Gidon had wrapped the girl—Cady—in an embrace so tight her feet nearly left the ground. Almas was there a second later, his hand resting on his sister’s shoulder, a genuine smile breaking across his pale face. It was the first time Bettsam had seen Almas look like a normal kid and not a cursed lord about to summon a nightmare.

“Who are the boys?” Bettsam whispered to Teanas, who had moved up beside him.

“The tall one is Zach,” Teanas murmured, his eyes never leaving the perimeter. “The other is Kaiden. Trainees from the Aguerius Estate. If they’re here with Cady, it means something has happened at the Estate, just like Coleton said.”

Bettsam felt a cold lump form in his stomach. Bettsam’s friend Coleton, who had turned out to be a time mage had send Ulec, the son of Lord Teanas to go help at the Estate. Bettsam hoped the elvish boy was okay. 

He looked at Zach and Kaiden. They weren't Shadow Hunters. They were just... kids. Like he used to be, before his village was wiped out. But they didn't look like victims. Zach was already talking to Almas, his hands gesturing wildly as if explaining something technical, and Kaiden was standing guard near Cady, his crossbow leveled toward the woods.

Bettsam realized he was staring. He adjusted the chain of his scythe. He was a full Shadow Hunter now—Liona had said so. He shouldn't be gawking like a villager at a festival. He should be looking for the next wave of soldiers. 

“You okay, Bettsam?” Rose asked, leaning in from his left. Loid, Arroweye, and Toolsmyth were hovering nearby, their faces a mix of awe and lingering fear. His friends, all survivors of the destruction of their village a couple days ago.

“I’m fine,” Bettsam said, his voice deeper than he expected. “Just another day of dragons and battles, right?”

Rose didn't laugh. She looked at Cady, who was now crying into her father’s chest. The sight of a family together was a sharp, jagged reminder of what the Shadow Hunter children had lost just days ago. Their parents weren't coming back on a dragon. They were in the ash of the village.

“They’re nobles,” Loid muttered, his hand resting on his war hammer. “Always a drama with the nobles.”

“They’re survivors, Loid,” Bettsam corrected. “Just like us.”

He watched Gidon pull back from Cady, his large hands framing her face. The High Lord looked ten years older than he had an hour ago, but the fire in his blue eyes was back. He looked over Cady’s head at the two boys who had protected her. 

“Zach. Kaiden,” Gidon said, his voice booming across the clearing. The knights went silent. Even the wind seemed to die down. “I am told I owe you a debt that can never be fully repaid.”

Zach looked uncomfortable, shifting his weight and adjusting his glasses. “Nothing more than we owe her, My Lord. She saved our lives probably more than we saved hers.”

Kaiden just nodded, his jaw set. He didn't look like he wanted a thank you. He looked like he wanted a nap and a new quiver of bolts.

Bettsam felt a strange prickle of respect. He knew what it was like to be eleven and holding a weapon while the world burned. He walked a few steps closer, his Shadow Hunter training making his footsteps silent even on the dry leaves. He wanted to hear what happened. He wanted to know how the Yucaipan king had managed to strike so many places at once. If the Aguerius Estate was gone, then the war wasn't just coming—it was already here, and it was eating everything.

The morning sun finally broke through the canopy, casting long, golden streaks across the clearing. It glinted off the Kadus Knights' armor, making them look like celestial guardians. But Bettsam knew better. He looked at the blood on Kaiden’s tunic and the soot on Cady’s face. There was nothing celestial about this. It was just survival, and it was messy. 

“Almas,” Cady said, her voice finally steady. She looked at her brother’s yellow eyes and didn't flinch. She reached out and took his hand. “The king... he thinks we're dead. He’s told everyone we were killed by the High Elves.”

Almas’s expression darkened. “He’ll find out soon enough that rumors are harder to kill than people.” 

Bettsam leaned against the rough bark of an oak, his eyes doing a slow sweep of the treeline. He wasn't really listening to the words at first, just the tone. Zach’s voice was a steady drumbeat of facts, delivered with a precision that reminded Bettsam of the way Toolsmyth talked about gears and tension. It was weirdly calm for someone who was describing an apocalypse.

“The attack began exactly at sunset,” Zach was saying. He was standing in the center of a small circle formed by Gidon, Teanas, and Deleta. “The Shadow Elves didn’t use siege engines. They used the dark. We were pinned in the barracks immediately. If it wasn't for the smoke pots, we wouldn't have made it to the forest.”

Bettsam’s ears perked up at the mention of the Shadow Elves. Cursed high elves who couldn't stand the sun. They had once tried to take his village and he suspected its destruction was part of their arrangement with King Yucaipa. He felt a familiar heat rise in his chest—a mix of rage and a desperate need to hit something.

“They were looking for Cady,” Zach continued, his eyes meeting Gidon’s without blinking. “It wasn't a raid for resources. It was a decapitation strike. King Alderon wants the Aguerius line erased so he can consolidate power without a legal challenge from the High Lords.”

“And Leflion?” Gidon asked, his voice low.

“It was attacked,” Zach said. “Both Shadow Elves and assassins from Yucaipa, My Lord. They were fought off. Now the King is ordering all the High Lord to bring their forces to attack the High Elves to avenge your family. The King has declared the Aguerius family dead to the public. He’s framing the elves to trigger a total war.”

Bettsam looked at Zach. The kid was thirteen, maybe? He sounded like a general. Bettsam wondered if he had been born that way or if watching your home burn just did something to your brain. He knew what it had done to his. Everything was now a series of tactical choices. Where is the nearest cover? Who is the biggest threat? How do I kill them first?

Gidon stepped closer to the two boys, his shadow falling over them. He didn't look like a High Lord right then; he looked like a man who was counting his remaining blessings. His gaze traveled down from Zach’s face to Kaiden, who was standing a few paces back. 

The younger boy hadn't said a word. He was still clutching that crossbow; his knuckles white. Bettsam noticed the way the boy’s leather chest piece was mangled. There was a jagged, circular hole just over the ribs on the right side. The leather around it was stiff and darkened to a deep, brownish crimson.

Gidon noticed it, too. His jaw tightened so hard, Bettsam thought a tooth might snap. The High Lord reached out, his large fingers gently tracing the edge of the ruined leather. 

“This,” Gidon whispered, his voice thick. “An arrow?”

Kaiden looked down at his own chest as if noticing the wound for the first time. “It was when we were running into the forest from the burning barracks, My Lord. Shadow Elves. They were aiming for Lady Cady.”

Bettsam felt a chill. He knew that kind of wound. If the arrow hadn't been deflected or slowed by something, it would have pierced a lung. Kaiden had stepped into the path of a bolt meant for the girl. 

Gidon didn't say anything for a long moment. He just looked at the boy—this eleven-year-old trainee who had seen more war in a week than most men saw in a lifetime. Then, the High Lord did something Bettsam didn't expect. He dropped to one knee. 

He didn't care about the mud or the dignity of his position. He pulled Kaiden into a one-armed embrace, then reached out and pulled Zach in too. 

“You protected my heart,” Gidon said into Kaiden’s hair. “You are both Aguerius today. My house is yours, forever.”

Bettsam turned away. He felt like an intruder. He looked back at his own friends—Rose, Loid, Arroweye—who were watching from a distance. They didn't have a High Lord to kneel for them. They didn't have a house to call their own. They just had the shadows. 

He ran his fingers over the handle of Memory. The scythe felt cold, grounded. He wasn't jealous, exactly. But there was a hollowness in seeing that kind of family bond. The Shadow Hunters were a family too, but their bond was forged in blood and silence. 

He looked back at the tree line. His training wouldn't let him relax. Even while the emotional reunion happened ten feet away, Bettsam’s mind was mapping the perimeter. Those three trees over there? Good cover for an archer. That dip in the grass? Someone could crawl through there and get within twenty feet of Gidon. 

“Bettsam,” Liona said, her voice cutting through his thoughts. She had approached him without him even hearing—a rare feat. 

“I’m watching,” he said quickly.

“I know you are.” She stood beside him, her striking green eyes reflecting the morning light. “You see the difference, don't you?”

“Between us and them?” Bettsam asked, nodding toward the Aguerius group. “They have something to lose. We already lost it.”

“No,” Liona said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Our family might not be by blood, but we are still family. You, Me, Rose and all the other children. They survived because they fought for each other. Like Gidon and Almas did for us. If the Shadow Hunters are to survive, that is what we must become too.”

Bettsam looked at Kaiden again. The boy was finally leaning into Gidon’s shoulder, his small frame shaking just a little bit. He was a warrior, but he was still just a kid who had been shot. 

He watched as Gidon finally stood up, his face set in a mask of grim determination. The time for tears was over. The report was finished. Now came the part Bettsam was good at: the planning. The fighting. The revenge. 

The sun was high enough now to start biting through the morning chill. The mist was retreating into the deep hollows of the valley, leaving behind a world that looked too bright for what was happening. Bettsam watched the Kadus Knights. They were efficient; their movements practiced as they checked cinches on the Bear Lords’ saddles and sharpened blades. The sound of whetstones on steel was a constant, grating rhythm.

Cady moved to her father's side. She looked smaller next to his heavy armor, but her voice didn't waver. “Father,” she said, her hand resting on his forearm. “What’s our next move? If the King thinks we’re dead, we have a window. But the Shadow Elves... they won't stop hunting.”

Gidon looked down at her, his expression softening only for a second before hardening again. “We go to the capital eventually. But first, we must secure our survivors. The Yucaipans and the Shadow Elves didn't just attack the Estate, Cady.”

He turned his gaze toward the group of Shadow Hunter children sitting by the fire. Bettsam felt a lump in his throat. 

“The Village of the Shadow Hunters is gone,” Gidon said, his voice flat and heavy. “Burned to the ground. These children are all that remain.”

A sharp intake of breath came from Seacra. The elvish girl, who had been lazily watching Tricker chase a butterfly, suddenly went rigid. Her face contorted, her green eyes flashing with a predatory light that reminded Bettsam she had just been a dragon. 

“What?” She hissed. She began to pace, her small boots digging into the turf. “The village? I was there only a few months ago. The instructors, the elders... Belenoor? Is he...?”

“Only Liona and the children survived the trek,” Gidon said.

“Those bastards,” Seacra spat. She kicked a rock, sending it whistling into the trees. “They think they can just wipe out a legacy? I’ve visited that village since I was an infant. They gave me honey cakes and taught me how to hide in the pines.” 

Tricker flitted around her head, let out a distressed squawk, and dove into her hair. Seacra ignored him, her hands clenching into fists. “I will tear their ears off. I will melt their armor while they’re still wearing it.”

“We will have our time, Seacra,” Teanas said calmly, though his own face was like stone. 

Gidon raised his voice, addressing the entire clearing. “Listen up! We cannot move with a hundred children in our ranks. It makes us slow and vulnerable. The Kadus Knights have fortified settlements in the mountains where their own families are hidden. Deleta has agreed to take the children there. They will be safe, they will be fed, and they will be trained.”

Bettsam looked at Rose and the others. Relief flickered across Toolsmyth’s face, but Rose looked like she’d been slapped. They knew what this meant. They were being sidelined. 

“And us?” Rose asked, standing up and stepping toward the adults. “We’re Shadow Hunters. We don't hide in the mountains while someone else fights our war.”

“You’re children,” Liona said firmly, stepping into the circle. “And you are the last of our people. If you die, the Shadow Hunters die. That is not a risk I will take.”

Bettsam felt the weight of her words. He looked at Liona, then at Gidon. He realized they weren't looking at him the same way they were looking at the others. 

“Bettsam can choose,” Gidon said. “He is a full Shadow Hunter. 

The silence that followed was worse than the sound of the whetstones. Bettsam’s friends turned to him. 

He walked over to them, his boots feeling like they were made of lead. Rose wouldn't look him in the eye. Loid was staring at his war hammer, and Arroweye was meticulously checking the fletching on an arrow he’d already checked five times.

“So that’s it?” Rose finally said, her voice small. “You’re staying with the nobles, and we’re going to some cave?”

“It’s for the best, Rose,” Bettsam said, trying to sound like he believed it. “You’ll be safe there. I have to stay. I have to make sure the King pays for what happened to my mom.”

“We all lost people, Bettsam!” Loid snapped, looking up. His eyes were red. “Not just you. Why do you get to be the hero?”

“It’s not about being a hero, Loid. It’s about the scythe,” Bettsam replied, gesturing to Memory. “And... someone has to watch over Liona.”

Toolsmyth stepped forward; his expression conflicted. “We’re still mad, Bettsam. About... you know.”

“The memories,” Arroweye muttered. “That Time Mage friend of yours, Coleton. You both messed with our heads. He made us forget what really happened last year. And you knew.”

Bettsam sighed. “I didn't have a choice. We did it to protect us. None of us could remember what Coleton was. Remember we adjusted our own memories also.”

“It’s insulting,” Rose said, her voice trembling. “To be treated like we can't handle the truth. And now we’re being sent away again. It feels like everyone is just trying to erase us.”

“No one is erasing you,” Bettsam said, stepping closer and putting a hand on Rose’s arm. She didn't pull away this time. “You’re the future. I’m just... I’m the one who has to clear the path. When the war is over, I’ll come find you. I promise.”

“You better,” Loid grumbled, though he reached out and bumped his fist against Bettsam’s shoulder. “If you let a Yucaipan soldier get a lucky shot on you, I’ll find your ghost and beat it myself.”

Arroweye handed Bettsam a single arrow—one of Toolsmyth’s specials, with a head that looked like it was made of blackened glass. “For the King,” he said. “Don't miss.”

Bettsam took it, sliding it into a loop on his belt. “I won't.”

The sound of a horn echoed through the trees—the signal to move. The Kadus Knights were mounting up. The children began to line up, their small faces pale and determined. Deleta was at the front of the column, his Bear Lord huffing a cloud of steam into the warming air.

Bettsam stood at the edge of the path as his friends filed past. Rose was the last one. She stopped for a second, looking at him with a mix of sadness and a flickering spark of the old mischief. 

“Don't let the noble girl get all the glory, Bettsam,” she whispered. 

“I wouldn't dream of it,” he said.

He watched them disappear into the trees, a line of small shadows following the iron-clad knights. The clearing felt suddenly empty, despite the presence of Gidon, Almas, Cady, and the others. 

Liona walked up behind him. “It’s a hard thing, saying goodbye.”

“I wish it was hardest thing I’ve done all week,” Bettsam admitted, “But it isn’t.”

Liona didn't smile, but she rested a hand on his head for a brief moment. “Come on. Gidon is calling a council. We have a kingdom to topple.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


[image: ]

The camp was a mess of metal and fur, but it was a controlled mess. Bettsam leaned his shoulder against a thick pine, watching Kade move through the groups of Kadus Knights like a shark through a school of smaller fish. Kade was only fifteen, just four years older than Bettsam, but he had this way of standing that made grown men in heavy plate armor snap to attention. He was barking out orders about the march back to Yucaipa, his voice cutting through the rumble of the Bear Lords and the clatter of supply crates. 

There was something unnerving about the young leader of the Kadus Knights. Here was a young man that liked to fight for fighting’s sake; and what made it really creepy was add in life or death stakes and Kade just loved it more. He had already challenged Liona and Lord Aguerius to a dual and only accepted know when Almas told him there wasn’t time. Bettsam decided this was someone to keep at a distance.

Bettsam shifted the weight of Memory. The scythe’s chain rattled softly against his belt, a lonely sound. Just a few hours ago, the clearing had been full of the voices he knew—Loid’s bragging, Rose’s snickering, the quiet click of Toolsmyth’s gadgets. Now, they were gone. Deleta had taken them into the mountains for safety. It was the smart move, Liona had said. The Shadow Hunters were almost extinct, and the children were the only things left worth saving. 

So what do I do now? Bettsam thought.

You could try to make yourself useful. There are only two trained shadow hunters here and Liona seems busy, whispered a voice in his head. Memory wasn’t much of a talker, in fact he hadn’t expected a reply. The fieles always seemed to know more than he did about what was going on so if she wanted him to be useful, than it was probably vital he did.

His gaze drifted across the camp and settled on a boy sitting by a stack of crossbow bolts. It was Kaiden. He was the only one left who didn't look like a grizzled veteran, a battled crazed youth, or a noble lord. He was about Bettsam's height, though maybe a little broader in the shoulders. He was staring at his crossbow, his fingers tracing the wood with a rhythmic, nervous motion.

Bettsam pushed off the tree and walked over. As he got closer, he saw what Gidon had mentioned earlier. There was a jagged, ugly hole in the leather of Kaiden’s chest piece, right over the ribs. The edges of the leather were stiff and dark with dried blood, and underneath, Bettsam could see the pale, puckered skin of a wound looked amazingly healed for only being days old. It made his own stomach do a weird little flip. He’d seen people die, but seeing someone his own age carrying a hole like that... it was different. Bettsam looked down to the scar on his own arm he got the year earlier thanks to a shadow elf arrow. Not as bad as a chest wound but still worst than anything Bettsam wanted to experience again. 

“That’s a nasty bit of craftwork,” Bettsam said, nodding toward the armor.

Kaiden jumped about three inches, nearly dropping his crossbow. He looked up, his bright eyes wide and startled before they narrowed into a defensive squint. “You're the shadow kid. Bettsam, right?”

“Shadow Hunter,” Bettsam corrected, though he didn't say it with any heat. He dropped into a crouch next to the boy. “And yeah, that’s me. Who shot you?”

Kaiden looked down at his chest, his face flushing a bit. “Shadow Elf. In the Aguerius forest. I didn't even see the guy till he was pointing an arrow at Cady point blank. I barely had time to step in front of her and raise my crossbow. Just felt a punch and then I was on the ground. Cady says my crossbow fired when I got hit. My shot ended up being more fatal. Cady and Zach got me mostly healed up but it was close they said.”

“I’ve had worse from my teacher’s sleep darts, though they don't usually leave holes. Not like these anyway. Also a gift from a Shadow Elf arrow,” Bettsam said showing him the entrance and exit scars on his arm, trying to make the kid feel better. “I
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