
  
    [image: Queen of Vengeance]
  


  
    
      QUEEN OF VENGEANCE

      
        THE KNIGHTS OF ALANA

        BOOK II

      

    

    
      
        AARON HODGES

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Aaron Hodges

      

      
        The Three Nations

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Note from the Author

      

      
        Also by Aaron Hodges

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Edited by Genevieve Lerner

        Proofread by Sara Houston

        Illustration by Joemel Requeza

        Map by Michael Hodges

      

        

      
        Copyright © August 2019 Aaron Hodges.

        First Edition. All Rights Reserved.

        ISBN: 978-0-9951202-97

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Aaron Hodges was born in 1989 in the small town of Whakatane, New Zealand. He studied for five years at the University of Auckland, completing a Bachelors of Science in Biology and Geography, and a Masters of Environmental Engineering. After working as an environmental consultant for two years, he grew tired of office work and decided to quit his job in 2014 and see the world. One year later, he published his first novel - Stormwielder.

      
        
        FOLLOW AARON HODGES…

        And receive TWO FREE novels and a short story!

        https://aaronhodgesauthor.com/newsletter

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY AARON HODGES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Sword of Light

        Book 1: Stormwielder

        Book 2: Firestorm

        Book 3: Soul Blade

      

        

      
        The Legend of the Gods

        Book 1: Oathbreaker

        Book 2: Shield of Winter

        Book 3: Dawn of War

      

        

      
        The Knights of Alana

        Book 1: Daughter of Fate

        Book 2: Queen of Vengeance

        Book 3: Crown of Chaos

      

        

      
        The Evolution Gene

        Book 1: Reborn

        Book 2: Havoc

        Book 3: Carnage

      

        

      
        Descendants of the Fall

        Book 1: Warbringer

        Book 2: Wrath of the Forgotten

        Book 3: Age of Gods

        Book 4: Dreams of Fury

      

        

      
        The Alfurian Chronicles

        Book 1: Defiant

        Book 2: Guardian

        Book 3: Conquest

      

        

      
        The Swords of Heaven and Hell

        Book 1: Darkstrider

      

        

      
        The Four Circles

        Book 1: Help! My Wizard Mentor Had A Heart Attack And Now I'm Being Chased By A Horde Of Giant Spiders!

      

        

      
        The Untamed Isles

        The Path Awakens

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Senator Isybelle strode through the narrow corridors of Lon’s citadel, her heels tapping loudly on the granite floors. A breeze blew through the broad windows, carrying with it the tang of the ocean and relief from the summer heat. Red sandstone walls stretched up to the high ceilings, where spiders were busy spinning fresh cobwebs.

      Muttering beneath her breath, Isybelle made a mental note to have the slaves flogged. It was enough that their ugly sandstone buildings could never compete with rival Ardath’s marble palaces. There was no need to highlight Lon’s poverty with uncleanliness.

      A drip of perspiration slid down Isybelle’s neck as she took another corner. She cursed again. Thirty years ago, she and other senators would have been followed through the citadel by slaves waving fern fronds. But King Ashoka had done away with those luxuries, claiming the Lonian crown could not afford the extravagance. Their resources had been thrown into new industries instead, seeking to transform the nation’s future.

      They had succeeded beyond all expectations, but Isybelle would never forgive the insult to her heritage. It was enough that the populace had lifted Ashoka, a minor noble, to the office of king. Too much that he expected his betters to impoverish themselves for his plans.

      The council had tolerated him for long enough, suffering their loss of pride in silence. Until today. Now, finally, Lonia would see a return to nobility.

      Ahead, armed men lined the corridor, spears held perpendicular to the floor, ready to defend the council with their lives. At her appearance, the spears rose as one and struck the tiles. A great boom of steel on stone echoed from the walls, announcing her arrival to those within.

      The slightest hint of a smile touched Isybelle’s lips as she strode the length of the corridor, her gaze fixed straight ahead. It was beneath her station to look upon fighting men—and any who caught her eye would be whipped. That was as it had been for all of her sixty years, even during those dark days when the council had existed only to serve the Tsar.

      Hinges squealed as the doors to the council chamber were pushed open, and she again cursed the slaves for their negligence. An example must be made of their failure. For the first time in a generation, the Lonian council would be restored to its true glory. No infraction, however minor, could be allowed to mar this day.

      Inside the chamber, a dozen men and women stood at Isybelle’s appearance, their chairs scuffing gently as they were pushed back. They watched as she strode the length of the table to where her chair awaited, a slave at its side.

      There she paused, savouring the moment. Long had the council waited for this day, plotting and scheming to regain their former power. Ashoka may have been incorruptible, but he’d also lacked the intelligence of his betters. In the end, he had been easily manipulated, had even married off his only daughter to buy peace for his people.

      Marianne. She had played her role well as Queen of Plorsea, remaining at King Braidon’s side for close to a decade. Ever dutiful to family and nation, she had accepted the arranged marriage with good grace, though she’d loathed the man from the start. That anger had driven a wedge between the girl and her father, growing into a hatred the council had been all too happy to exploit. They had only needed to wait for the right moment.

      That moment had come just days ago, on the thirtieth anniversary of the Order of Alana’s founding. Marianne’s faith had made her predictable, and the Order’s Great Sacrifice had provided the perfect spectacle to dispose of King Braidon.  The carrier pigeon had arrived just last night—on the shores of Malevolent Cove, Marianne had cast down her husband and taken the Plorsean crown for herself. With Ashoka already dead, there was no one left to stand against the council.

      “Let us be seated,” Isybelle said finally.

      “Yes, take a seat.”

      Isybelle froze as a voice spoke from behind her, though there had been no one there a moment ago. She made to turn, but found her body unwilling to respond to her commands. Her muscles spasmed, and against her will, Isybelle lowered herself into the mahogany chair.

      “Very good,” the voice came again. A woman stepped around Isybelle and approached the council table.

      Isybelle’s confusion turned to shock as she recognised Marianne, King Ashoka’s daughter. She was not a large woman, barely five-foot-four. A floor-length black dress clung to her figure, and a fine golden crown twisted through the locks of her auburn hair. She wandered the length of the room to where the heavy wooden doors still stood open. Marianne swung them closed and dropped the locking bar into place, before facing the council.

      A gasp stole from Isybelle as she found herself able to move again. She slumped in the chair, taking a second to gather herself, while the Plorsean queen sat at the other end of the table. Answering exhalations came from the other senators as they looked uncertainly from Marianne to Isybelle.

      Silently, Isybelle tried to understand what was happening. Why was Marianne here, rather than taking her place on the Plorsean throne, as intended? And what strange power had she used against them?

      “Thank you for seeing me on such short notice, my good senators,” Marianne said quietly, her sapphire eyes boring into Isybelle from across the table. “It seems all did not go to plan in Malevolent Cove.”

      “No,” Isybelle rasped, deciding it best to speak with the woman. Marianne would need careful handling, if Isybelle read the situation right. “But the result is the same. Your father is gone, dead for his treachery against you and our nation. Your husband, too. You are Queen of Plorsea, as we planned.”

      “Ay,” Marianne said, leaning forward, “but for how long? My husband did not die on that beach.”

      “He could not have survived the reefs,” Isybelle countered. Regaining her cool, she flicked a piece of dust from her sleeve, and added: “Or the dragon fire.”

      “We found no body,” Marianne hissed.

      “Ha! As far as anyone who matters is concerned, Braidon is dead. His King’s Guard has been slaughtered to a man. What threat can he pose? Do not worry yourself about it, girl.”

      “Queen,” Marianne answered.

      “Queen of Plorsea,” Isybelle said, inclining her head with a smile. “A title you have more than earned, my dear.”

      “And of Lonia,” Marianne added.

      Isybelle’s smile faltered. “Perhaps you do not understand,” she said, straightening in her chair. “The people, they will not accept—”

      “They will accept what they are told,” Marianne interrupted.

      “Even so…surely you cannot hope to rule Lonia from all the way in Ardath,” Isybelle ground out the words. “It is better if the council—”

      “This council’s duty is to follow, not to rule,” Marianne said dismissively. “You exist to administer our great nation, no more. Do not forget yourself, Senator.”

      Isybelle sat in silence, staring at the young queen. Marianne still wore the arrogant smile on her lips, as though the whole room—indeed, the whole world—belonged to her. Remembering her father, little more than a pig farmer before the people raised him up, Isybelle’s anger took hold. She shot to her feet.

      “It is you who forget yourself, girl,” she snapped, slamming her palms into the tabletop. “You are only what we have made you. Step out of line, and the council will replace you with someone who knows their place.”

      The young queen did not move from her seat, though the smile left her face. “What do you mean when you say you ‘made me’?”

      “It was we who put you where you are now, girl,” Isybelle said. A whisper came from the other senators, but enraged, she spoke over the top of them. “We who made you queen to that sorry excuse for a king. If not for us, you would be nothing.”

      “Is that so?” Marianne asked, rising as well now. Her eyes flashed dangerously.

      The anger went from Isybelle in a rush. Why had she said that? Their efforts to convince Ashoka to sue for peace had been a secret the council had kept for a decade. She had given it away with nigh a thought. The other senators stared at her from their seats, aghast.

      But what could the girl do about it? There were two dozen soldiers outside, loyal only to the council. She opened her mouth to call them.

      “I always suspected this council had a hand in my father’s decision,” Marianne said quietly, walking around the table towards her. “I was never anything but a pawn in your games, was I? No matter that I was barely a woman; you put me in the bed of a man I loathed, made me bear his child. It was just a game for you, a subversion, to regain your former power.”

      “No…I…” Despite herself, Isybelle retreated from the fury in the queen’s eyes. She tripped over her chair, sending it crashing to the stone. The sound broke the spell and she shouted, “Guards!”

      “They cannot hear you,” Marianne said. “You are alone, Isybelle.”

      Isybelle sneered at the woman, waiting for the guards to come bursting into the room. Her words could not be true, and yet…no sound came from beyond the oaken doors. Fear touched her then, and she turned to the other senators. They stared back at her, faces pale with fear. Not one of them moved to help her.

      “You cannot do this!” she gasped, turning back to the queen and drawing herself up. “I forbid it! There are still more of us here than you. If you do not—”

      She broke off, suddenly unable to finish the sentence. It was as though an invisible fist had gripped her by the throat, choking off her words, her breath. Isybelle fumbled at her neck, but there was nothing there, no hand to free.

      “You always scoffed at the Elders and their Order,” Marianne commented. “Even as a child, I remember your disdain for them. But there is power in religion, even real power, it seems. It just took a few bright minds to discover it.”

      Despite her fear, anger flared in Isybelle’s chest, that her associates had so abandoned her. Her mouth opened and closed, trying to form words, but no sound came out.

      “What’s that?” Marianne murmured, leaning close.

      The pressure relented slightly, and Isybelle spat: “It was your precious Elder’s idea!”

      Marianne reeled back at that, her eyes widening, and the pressure vanished from Isybelle’s throat. She gasped, straining to fill her lungs as she fell to her knees.

      “What?” Marianne hissed, crouching alongside her.

      Isybelle suppressed a smirk. “You did not know?” She felt the balance in the room swinging back towards her. The Elders and her fellow senators be damned, she would not be hung out to dry. Looking into the queen’s eyes, she offered a sigh of empathy. “I am sorry, my dear. The plan was as much the Elders’ as our own, a way to open Plorsea to the Order.”

      Rocking back on her heels, the queen stared at Isybelle, as though contemplating the truth of her words. “Yet it is you who would take my birthright.”

      “Lonia is yours!” The words left Isybelle in a rush. Though they tasted of bile, better she survived today, that she might fix this mistake on another. She straightened, brushing the creases from her satin surcoat, refusing to let the woman steal her dignity.

      “I was not asking your permission,” Marianne replied, her voice turning cold once more.

      Isybelle faltered, taken aback by the abrupt change in her foe. “I…then what do you want of us?”

      “My father is dead, my husband in the wind. Both have suffered for their hand in my fate,” Marianne surmised. Her sapphire eyes turned on the council. The senator shrunk in their seats, unable to meet her gaze. “But here this council sits, thinking to rule Lonia in my stead.”

      “But the Elders!”

      “The Elders will have their reward,” Marianne snarled. “As for this council…it only seems fear its leader suffer for their crimes.”

      Fear wrapped its icy coils around Isybelle’s gut as the queen pulled a dagger from the folds of her dress. She stumbled back. It couldn’t end like this, not after all her years of planning, after suffering the indignities of poverty. This was meant to be her day of reckoning, when the council regained its power, and Lonia its nobility.

      But to Isybelle’s surprise, Marianne offered her the knife. Glancing from the blade to the queen, Isybelle sensed a trap and shook her head. Marianne only smiled, and as though possessed by a will of its own, Isybelle’s hand took the weapon.

      Marianne faced the room. The other senators sat transfixed, and Isybelle cursed their cowardice. She had done everything for them, lifted them to the heights of power, disposed of King Ashoka – and now not one lifted a finger to aid her. If she survived, they would suffer for this betrayal.

      “Councillor Isybelle has confessed to the murder of King Ashoka,” the queen declared, flashing Isybelle a conspiring smile. It had been Marianne herself who had arranged her father’s death. “In her shame, she has taken her own life, to spare this council the horror of executing one of their own.

      “No!” Isybelle cried, lifting a hand to beg for her life.

      The dagger glinted in her slender fist and Isybelle saw her chance. Marianne’s back was to her. One thrust was all it would take to free them of the madwoman. Isybelle took one trembling step. The queen looked back and their eyes met.

      “Try it,” Marianne said.

      “Die!” Isybelle screamed.

      Staggering forward, she raised the dagger, but a sudden, awful pain tore through her abdomen. Horror touched Isybelle as she found the dagger embedded in her own stomach. In shock she tore the blade loose and let it fall. She clutched at the wound, but blood still pulsed between her fingers. The strength fled her and she sank to the ugly sandstone floor.

      Pressure touched her shoulder. She swayed, surprised to find the queen beside her. The woman’s sapphire eyes smiled.

      “Ah, you might have been a manipulative witch, but you had strength, Isabelle,” Marianne whispered. “Now die, and your hateful soul with you.”

      The queen’s touch vanished, and Isybelle slumped on her side. Voices whispered in the room as Marianne took her seat at the head of the council, but Isybelle saw no more than that. Darkness swirled across her vision and her consciousness drifted, fell away. Her last thought was of the council, of Marianne, of the Elders of Alana, and how they would all pay…
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      Ocean water stung the burns on Kryssa’s arms as she hauled herself onto the beach. Darkness clung to the night sky, the stars concealed by cloud. She could hardly see, was at the end of her strength, but she could not rest yet. A shout called her back into the crashing waves. She splashed through the breakers and caught Braidon by the shoulder, a second before he slipped from the arms of Caledan. The king’s weight almost dragged him from her arms. She staggered, then righted herself before another wave could strike.

      Caledan bent in two, gasping, but they were not safe yet. The currents had dragged them out of Malevolent Cove, but the distant glow of dragon fire still lit the horizon. Kryssa scanned the waters for Pela or Genevieve, but there was no sign of her daughter or the huntress. A tightness clutched her chest and she struggled to breathe.

      “Pela!” she screamed into the darkness. “Gen!”

      There was no reply and she struggled to control her panic. This could not be happening, not again. She had already lost Devon tonight, just minutes after their reunion, after he’d spoken the words she’d longed to hear all her life.

      My daughter!

      But the queen had killed him, as she had tried to kill Kryssa and Pela and Braidon. Kryssa had already promised the woman would pay—now she would dedicate her life to that cause.

      But thoughts of revenge could wait—danger still threatened now. Clinging to Braidon with one hand, she grabbed Caledan by the shirt and dragged him back to his feet. She hardly knew the man, but her father had trusted him and so would she.

      “Help me!” she shouted above the roar of breaking waves, gesturing at Braidon. “Before his bloody wife catches up with us.”

      Pale-faced and hollow-eyed, Caledan took hold of Braidon’s other arm. The king was badly wounded, his skin cold to the touch. He had not spoken since they’d gone into the water, but as they dragged him onto the sand, a groan whispered from his lips.

      Kryssa let out a sigh; he lived! She could not have born it if this had all been for nothing.

      Not that she understood what exactly was happening.

      What had Braidon, the King of Plorsea, been doing here in the first place? The others, Devon and Pela and Genevieve, had come to rescue her from the Knights of Alana, but Braidon…Kryssa had served on his King’s Guard, long ago. She knew the man, and could not understand what had brought him to the black shores of Malevolent Cove.

      Stumbling up the beach, they entered the treeline and carried the king several yards into the forest. There they lowered him gently to the ground. Kryssa knelt to inspect his wound.

      “I’ll cover our tracks,” Caledan said, and vanished.

      “Firewood!” she called after him.

      Kryssa wondered too what the sellsword’s place in all this was. She’d barely caught his name, back in the amphitheatre, but he had saved Pela from the sword of Ikar. With his help, and her father’s sacrifice, they had almost escaped. But nothing could have saved them from the dragon that had fallen from the sky, capsizing their boat in its death throes. She shuddered, knowing that more of the creatures lurked in this forest.

      Caledan was back within minutes, a stack of firewood in hand. He set to work lighting a small fire, using a husk of bark and dry stick to spark the wood shavings to light.

      “Any sign of the Knights or the bloody Dragons?” Kryssa asked as she pulled up Braidon’s shirt.

      It was still too dark to see how much damage the queen had done, and she sat back, waiting for him to build up the fire.

      “Dragons are on our side,” Caledan said as he added a broken branch to the crackling flame. “No Knights.”

      Kryssa raised an eyebrow, but in the burning glow she could finally see their patient. Praying the trees would conceal the light from prying eyes, she leaned in close to inspect Braidon’s wound. The king had begun to shiver, and if shock took hold, nothing they did was likely to save him. He needed to dry off, needed warmth.

      With Caledan’s help, they stripped Braidon of his wet clothing and laid him down close to the fire. Kryssa had seen her fair share of wounds as a King’s Guard and knew a thing or two about treatment in the field, but she feared Braidon’s injuries might be beyond her.

      The queen had stabbed him with her rapier, leaving a small circular wound. At first inspection it did not appear serious, but who knew how much internal damage had been done. She had obviously missed his heart, but if a lung had been pierced…Braidon might drown in his own blood, and there would be nothing Kryssa could do to save him.

      Placing an ear to his chest, she listened for the rattle of liquid. Braidon was barely breathing—only the slightest rise and fall of his chest revealed he lived. She closed her eyes, allowing the crackling of the fire to fade away, disengaging from the stench of smoke, the rustling of branches overhead. Concentrating on the erratic thud of Braidon’s heart, the whisper of his breath, she allowed her own self to drift away.

      After a few minutes, she sat back up.

      “What do you think?” Caledan asked, his forehead creased.

      “She has poor aim,” Kryssa commented. “Thank the Gods, he might live if we can stop the bleeding and keep him warm.”

      She unfastened the sword from her waist and drew the blade, then paused. In the race to flee the amphitheatre she had picked it up without thinking, but now she saw it was her husband’s blade. Pela had been wielding it, but had lost it in the battle with Ikar. Kryssa’s eyes flickered closed. One day, she resolved to give it back to her daughter.

      Then she swallowed her grief and took up Braidon’s jacket. Cutting it into strips, she did her best to bind his chest tight.

      “We’ll need to find something to help fight infections,” she said, sitting back on the damp earth. Her eyes slid closed as a wave of weariness swept her. “In the morning.”

      Caledan still stood staring down at the king. His brown eyes shone in the firelight, his black hair plastered to his scalp. Kryssa was sure she’d never seen him before, yet back in the arena he had slain Ikar with hardly a thought. Not even Devon had managed such a feat. The man was a killer, and in different circumstances she might have been cautious of him. But her father’s trust did not…had not, come easily.

      “Are you okay?” she asked into the silence.

      The swordsman shook himself and offered a strained smile. “Well enough.” He seated himself across the fire from her. “The name’s Caledan, by the way,” he murmured. “Since we weren’t formally introduced back there. It’s nice to finally meet you, Kryssa. You certainly don’t disappoint. I didn’t think anyone could stand against that giant of a Knight, after he defeated Devon.”

      “His name was Ikar,” Kryssa replied, remembering the Knight’s face at the end.

      A lump lodged in her throat and she swallowed. Ikar had been many things, both kind and cruel when it took him, noble in his own way, determined to stand against what he saw as evil. Over the weeks he had held her prisoner, he had revealed his humanity in a million small gestures. But in the end, Ikar had been as much a prisoner to the Order’s beliefs as she had been. And he had died for them.

      “Yet you were the one who killed him,” Kryssa added after a pause. “Thank you for that. I…couldn’t risk my daughter’s life.”

      She and Ikar had fought each other, but in the end the Knight had beaten her by threatening Pela’s life. She’d had no choice but to surrender, though in the end it did not seem to have mattered…

      A shudder ran down Kryssa’s spine as she remembered the cove aflame, the waves raging across jagged reefs, the desperate fight to reach the shore, the panic as she realised Pela was missing, that Genevieve had vanished. She had lost everything in that dark place.

      “I did very little,” Caledan said, his eyes on the fire. “I’m…sorry I could not do more. After we went in the water…I thought I’d lost all of you.” He paused, then nodded at the king. “Everyone but that deadweight, at least.”

      “It was brave, carrying him all that way,” Kryssa offered.

      “I would not have done it, if not for Devon,” Caledan replied. “But…I could not ignore his last wish.”

      Kryssa looked away, her vision blurring. Exhaustion weighed on her shoulders and she closed her eyes. A shiver raised goosebumps on her arms, though it was hot in front of the fire.

      How could she have allowed this to happen?

      It was meant to be her. She had given herself up for dead days ago, when her last escape attempt had ended in failure and left the Elder Putar dead. She had begged Ikar to kill her, rather than continue as a pawn in the Order’s game.

      But he had refused, and now Devon was dead in Kryssa’s place—her daughter and Genevieve as well, for all she knew.

      A desperate guilt twisted her abdomen and she bent in two, the salt-soaked contents of her stomach rushing up. Groaning, she vomited into the dirt alongside the fire. The first traces of panic tugged at her. She was alone, had lost everything. For a moment she was back on the streets of her childhood, fleeing guards and dogs and slavers—always running, never safe.

      Not until the day Selina and Devon had taken her in.

      Sucking in a lungful of air, Kryssa sought her calm centre the way Selina had shown her, so many decades ago. She concentrated on her breath, on the slow in-out of air through her nostrils, the swelling of her chest. Blood thumped in her ears, slowing with each inhalation. A peaceful darkness rose in her mind, an empty void of calm.

      Kryssa exhaled and opened her eyes.

      Caledan still sat nearby, a concerned look on his face. “Are you okay?”

      As Kryssa made to reply, a sharp crack came from the nearby trees. In an instant they were both on their feet, swords in hand. Kryssa dragged a burning brand from the fire with her left hand, and Caledan did the same. Holding the torches aloft, they scanned the shadows for beast or man.

      For a second there was nothing—then the firelight caught the glimmer of blood-red scales. A giant ficus tree groaned as a taloned foot pressed against it, then toppled slowly sideways. A scream built in Kryssa’s throat as it struck the earth with a muffled thud, but there was no time to panic, no time to do anything but stare as the Red Dragon clambered into the clearing.

      It rose before them, one great blue eye watching them with frightening intelligence. The ruined remnants of its other eye still dripped blood where the crossbow bolt had struck it. Kryssa’s gaze swept the rest of the creature, noticing the torn and broken scales. She swallowed, realising the beast had encountered the weapons of the Knights—though clearly not the explosives that had torn its brethren from the sky.

      The Knights have slain Ingytus. The dragon’s words rattled in Kryssa’s skull so loudly she had to clench her jaw to keep herself from screaming. Others died on the sands of Malevolent Cove. You will burn for their deaths.

      Caledan stepped between Kryssa and the beast, sword in hand, though he could not hope to harm the creature. “Stay back, beast,” he snarled. “You made a pact, you and your kin. We stand with the king.”

      The king lies dying! the dragon roared.

      “He is not dead yet!”

      Ingytus was a fool to side with such feeble creatures; the pact is void!

      “The pact stands!” Caledan shot back. His sword shimmered in the firelight as he pointed it at the dragon’s breast, and Kryssa wondered at his nerve. “You are bound to it, so long as Braidon draws breath.”

      The dragon reared up on its hind legs, teeth bared. The heat of its breath swept through the clearing, causing the fire to flicker dangerously. Kryssa braced herself, preparing for death. She could hardly believe it could end like this, after everything she had survived.

      But the dragon fire did not come, and with an awful howl, the dragon sank back to the earth.

      The pact must be fulfilled. Its voice hammered at Kryssa’s senses. The king must drive these Knights from our land, or we will bring our grief to your towns and cities. Betray us at your peril, humans.

      “Braidon will complete his side of the bargain, when he recovers,” Caledan replied quickly.

      The great eye stared at them, and the dragon’s jaws opened and closed, as though their soft flesh were between its teeth.

      So be it, finally came the reply, but should your feeble king perish…

      The dragon left the threat unfinished. It moved off silently through the trees, obviously as desperate as they were to remain undetected by the Knights.

      When it had vanished, Kryssa slumped to the ground alongside Braidon. Quickly she checked his pulse. It was weak and unsteady, though at least some colour had returned to his cheeks. Sitting back on her haunches, she looked at Caledan.

      “We’d better make sure he lives,” she murmured.

      “Agreed,” the swordsman said grimly.
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      The next week dragged by at a crawl for Caledan. With the Knights and their followers sweeping up and down the coast, they had been forced to move their camp further inland. After that, the monotony soon set in. Kryssa had returned several times to scour the beaches herself, seeking signs of Pela or the huntress Genevieve, but finally she was forced to abandon the search. If their friends lived, they’d either been taken by the Order or swept elsewhere by the erratic currents of the western coast.

      Caledan had given them both up for dead the first morning after the solstice, when he’d returned to the beach and looked upon the devastation left by the dragon. Burnt timbers and bodies lay scattered across the sand, washed up during the night. He could not imagine how either Pela or Genevieve could have survived the deadly waters.

      Kryssa must have known it too, for she grew silent as the week progressed. Any sense of levity fell from her as she faced the cold reality of her daughter’s loss. Caledan felt for her, but there was little he could say. Already he felt trapped by his friendship with Devon, by the hammerman’s final words. He remembered now why he had avoided such connections—all they ever brought was pain and loss, the sacrifice of his own ambitions for the sake of others.

      What madness had possessed Caledan that he’d returned to the amphitheatre rather than flee? He’d thought to help his friends, to rescue Devon and Genevieve from the clutches of the queen. But he had failed utterly. Instead, he had become minder for the ruin that was Braidon.

      The fallen king might have survived the battle in Malevolent Cove, but his spirit had been destroyed by his wife’s betrayal. He had woken on the first day, but had hardly moved from his bed of ferns since.

      Caledan had taken to avoiding their camp during the day, preferring to range along the volcanic range in search of supplies. Kryssa had shown him a few plants that could be used to prevent infection, and he’d managed to kill a fat pigeon once with a stone. Mostly they ate berries and fruit, though Kryssa sometimes went out in the early mornings, often returning with a hare or marmot.

      The sun was getting low on the horizon now and Caledan was returning to the camp, a fresh bundle of firewood tied to his back. They were encamped near a spring on the steeps of Mount Chole, still within the treeline but where the undergrowth started to thin. He wondered if Braidon would be any better this night.

      As a sellsword, Caledan had spent most of his life around fighting men, but he knew little of the treatment of wounds. Braidon was lucky his King’s Guard were trained in the basics of first aid, though Caledan had been surprised to learn Kryssa had once served amongst their ranks. Truly she was her father’s daughter.

      All the more confusing then that Kryssa had refused to teach Pela the warrior’s arts—or even tell the girl about her heritage. Thinking of the naïve girl he’d first met in Skystead, Caledan wondered how Kryssa could have kept so much from her only daughter.

      Then again, after seeing Kryssa’s embrace with Genevieve in the amphitheatre, it was clear the woman had kept more than just the warrior’s arts from Pela. A smile touched his lips as he wondered what else Pela might have missed in her youthful innocence. It quickly vanished as he remembered the girl’s likely fate.

      Drawing in a breath, Caledan paused on the mountainside to take stock of his surroundings. There had been no sign of the Knights or their followers for several days now, and a set of tracks he’d found heading west suggested they’d left the area. Above him, a gravel slope stretched up towards the rocky sides of the volcano, atop which a sprinkling of snow still showed from last winter.

      Here and there, steam rose from hollows on the mountainside, the earth around them stained scarlet and yellow and orange. Caledan did his best to avoid those areas during his scouting, though he knew the inhabitants of nearby Chole had taken to mining the precious minerals found in the volcanic range.

      Spotting a familiar landmark, Caledan entered the trees on the slope below him. He was close to camp now, and he slowly made his way into the denser forest. Away from the high slopes, the air quickly heated up, the humidity making the sweat bead on his forehead. At least with sunset nearing, the worst of the day’s heat was behind him.

      Voices came from the trees ahead, and pushing aside a heavy branch, he stepped into the camp.

      “I don’t know how she could do—” Braidon was saying, but he broke off as Caledan appeared.

      Crossing the clearing, Caledan added his firewood to the stack near the fire. “Still moaning about your wife?” he asked, turning to face the king.

      Braidon’s face darkened, his jaw taking on a hard edge. “I loved her,” he grated.

      “Ay, and she made a clown out of you,” Caledan replied. “Not a difficult thing to do.”

      The king said nothing, but his eyes shone at Caledan’s words and he quickly looked away. “I was such a fool,” he whispered. “Devon should have left me to die there.”

      The past week had helped heal the king’s wounds and he could now walk short distances. But still Braidon clung to despair and self-pity, hardly lifting a finger to help while Kryssa and Caledan cooked the meals and tidied the camp. All he did was sit and complain and rage against his wife. His self-defeat made a mockery of Devon’s sacrifice.

      “Perhaps he should have,” Caledan agreed. “I would have.”

      “And what is she doing now?” Braidon continued, hardly seeming to hear Caledan’s words. “It’s been a week. Even now she might be planning some fresh evil for Plorsea. My nation has suffered enough!”

      “On that we can agree!” Caledan snorted. “Who knows, maybe she’s doing a better job of it than you. The Gods know, it wouldn’t be hard.”

      Finally his words enacted a response from Braidon. The king’s head snapped up and he locked eyes with Caledan. “I did my best,” he hissed. “I didn’t see anyone else volunteering.”

      “A dimwit could have seen the Order sought power in Plorsea.”

      “Power, yes,” Braidon replied. “But human sacrifice? How could I have known that?”

      “I don’t know,” Caledan mocked, “maybe if you weren’t sleeping with one of them, for what, eight years? Surely you must have noticed something when your wife started butchering the hired help?”

      Braidon staggered to his feet and pointed a finger at Caledan. “How dare you speak—”

      “I dare!” Caledan roared, tired of the king’s self-loathing. “I dare because you do not deserve to be king. You never did, pathetic excuse for a man that you are. It was you who got us into this mess—and now you sit here wallowing, expecting us to clean it up for you, for the rest of us to save you like Devon did, and your sister before him. Well, guess what, they’re all gone. There’s no one left to do your dirty work for you—”

      Caledan broke off as the king roared and staggered at him. Dragging his sword from its scabbard, Braidon swung it at Caledan’s head, but his injuries made the king slow and Caledan leaned back, allowing the blade to cut empty air. His own blade leapt to his hand and he parried a second cut.

      “Stop!” Kryssa screamed. “Or by the Gods, I’ll cut you both down.” She started towards them, then paused. Her hands were empty. Her scabbard and sword lay on the other side of the firepit.

      “Die, bastard!” Braidon roared, swinging at Caledan again.

      The sellsword parried, then lashed out with his boot, catching Braidon’s insole and sending him crashing to the dirt. The sword spun from the king’s grasp, but he scrambled across the ground and swept it back up.

      “What are you waiting for? Fight back!” Braidon spat, lashing out with the blade.

      Caledan knocked aside the blow and retreated. The king might have been weak, but his sword was no less dangerous and a single lucky blow could prove fatal.

      “Why bother?” he retorted. “A child could defeat you.”

      Screaming, Braidon hurled himself forward. Caledan’s sword flashed up, catching the king’s blade close to the hilt and jarring it from the man’s hand. Sparks flashed as it struck a rock and spun towards the fire. Caledan readied another retort—but Braidon charged emptyhanded, slamming into Caledan’s midriff.

      Caught unawares, the breath left Caledan’s lungs in a rush. He staggered back, his foot catching on a stray root. They both fell, striking the ground together and rolling. Braidon came up on top, pinning Caledan down. The king’s fist caught the sellsword in the temple and drove his head backwards into the earth.

      A bright light flashed across Caledan’s vision. Anger flared in his chest and he bared his teeth. The king reared back, readying another blow, but Caledan rolled to the side. His greater weight was enough to throw the weakened Braidon off-balance, toppling him sideways. A glancing blow careered off Caledan’s shoulder, then he was free.

      They reared up together, but Caledan was far quicker, and he hammered a left cross into the king’s jaw. A punch from Braidon was easily deflected, then Caledan slammed a fist into his opponent’s midriff. Braidon doubled over and collapsed to the dirt, his breath coming in strained gasps.

      Rising to his feet, Caledan recovered his weapon. Leaves crunched behind him and he spun, the blade coming up to point at Kryssa. She held Braidon’s sword in one hand now, but made no move to attack.

      Caledan looked back at the king. Braidon had managed to recover his breath but he remained crouching in the dirt. Their eyes met and Caledan saw the defeat in the king’s blue eyes. Marianne had ruined him, cast him off and left him with nothing, not even his pride.

      “Kill me,” Braidon croaked. “Isn’t that what you came here to do?”

      It was true. Caledan had spent half his life planning Braidon’s demise, plotting to get close enough to drive a sword through his heart. His sister had robbed the world of magic and so doomed Caledan’s mother to a painful death, when a healer might have saved her. It was only right that Alana’s family should die as well.

      Caledan gripped the hilt of his sword so tight he felt the leather digging into his skin. The tip trembled as he pointed it at Braidon’s throat. He had longed for this day, to finally face this man in single combat and defeat him, to take his revenge against the woman who had stolen everything from him.

      The king did not move. He crouched helpless in the mud, defeated, begging for his death. In that moment, Caledan felt nothing but loathing for the pitiful creature before him. Braidon was no longer a king, not even a man. He had fallen into a pit he would never climb back out of. It would be a mercy to kill him now.

      A mercy.

      Caledan shuddered, lowering his sword. “You disgust me,” he spat. “Pathetic creature, begging in the mud for me to end your misery. Well, you don’t get to escape so easily. You broke this nation; you can damn well stick around to fix it.”

      Sheathing his sword, he turned away. His eyes roamed the campsite, sharing
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