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	One

	Sylvain

	 

	It’s strange when the thing you’ve been waiting for takes centuries to occur, and all you feel is anxiety and strife when it finally happens. It makes one almost doubt the choices they’ve made in life, but I’ve never hesitated in any of mine and I certainly haven’t this time. It just took longer than I was expecting, which is the price one must pay for their master’s return. Thankfully, I’m a patient man, and have means of keeping myself alive longer than most. I’m the oldest of my kind living in Reynes, as well as the last. Fae and Yeva were ignorant children who received fit endings to their pathetic lives. I’ve slaughtered the rest with the exception of Rhian, who’s managed to evade me by constantly moving about the realm. I was enjoying the chase until she slipped through Towenaar Gate. I could follow her, but I have more important matters to attend to. 

	I’ve been in the realm only a few years as it’s taken me ages to track down my master’s remains. Even with the gate sealed I was able to leave Toorkuns behind, due to the moonstones I carry in my rucksack. They allowed me to break through the illusion spell which encompasses our lands, as well as keep me healthy and my abilities at full strength. I’m a mystic by birth, but seeing as those pathetic tricks don’t pay well, I’ve resorted to other means of employment—mainly bounty hunting.

	I knew when I saw the flyer from Queen Tarran announcing the price on Queen Honora’s head for the kidnapping of her sister, the Shadows had returned. It also didn’t hurt that I felt her presence the instant I crossed over the Kunlun Mountains, through a pass north of the Kingdom of Otarid. What I wasn’t expecting to learn over the course of time was that Macarius had also been reborn as King Evander of Pelheim. That is a most unfortunate turn of events, and one I’ve been trying to find a solution for even after the pair ventured into the lost kingdom. As much as I’d like to kill Macarius, if the Shadows is with him, his life will continue in some fashion since the great being believes she can’t live without her lover. They must be separated if Macarius is to be defeated. Only, that can’t happen yet. I need to help my master before those fools he’s with discover who Fane has become and destroy everything Dolos’ followers have been trying to restore after his demise.

	I’ve bypassed the main gate leading to the castle proper and am currently standing in front of what remains of an archway dividing a smaller bailey from a larger one. Pieces of blue glass lay scattered among the stone rubble. I wish I could’ve witnessed Dolos’ rise from his grave. The majesty that had to have occurred; how glorious it must have been. Noticing splotches of dried blood on the ground, I bend down to place my hand on one of them and am instantly pulled into the scene. The young man Dolos tricked was arrogant, vengeful, and cruel. All the things my master embodies, which made Fane the perfect vessel. I smile as I witness him begging, pleading for his life while Dolos laughs at his misery. No one has defied the great Dewin master… except one.

	I rise and continue making my way to the entrance for the castle, knocking hard on the heavy door so my call can be heard. It takes several minutes before an impish woman answers, her body trembling.

	“Yes?” Her voice is barely above a whisper as she clutches the door tightly.

	“I’ve come to see your lord,” I reply, my deep voice reverberating along the stone corridor behind her.

	She steps aside to allow me entry, then I follow her, turning right after coming to the end of the hallway, hearing raised voices before we’re anywhere near the room.

	“The noble court is expecting some type of compensation for the knights lost during our assault on the strongholds and the battle the other night,” a man says, tension thick in his tone.

	“Did any of them ask about the royal family?” another inquires.

	“A few did,” a third answers. “So we told them the Militum slayed the family, including the children.”

	“Now they believe the throne is vacant,” a fourth voice retorts. “Those imbeciles will be fighting for control, destroying the kingdom.”

	“Let them. I don’t give a damn about this place. Only those who are a true threat to this realm, which are the vile dark creatures that bitch created.”

	“Excuse me, milord,” the woman says, standing in the open doorway. “There’s a gentleman here to see you.”

	“Did he say what he wants?” my master asks, irritated by the interruption.

	She looks over at me as I stand just beyond Fane’s view. Gently pushing the woman aside, I take her place in the doorway. Two men sit beside my master while a third lingers by a dormant fireplace. 

	Fane’s eyes widen. “Leave us,” he demands of the others.

	“But, Fane—”

	“Now!”

	The three men vacate the room, and I close the door behind them before standing in front of the young man while he continues to sit. My master narrows his eyes at me, a scowl creasing his face. I unsheathe my longsword from the scabbard strapped to my back, place the tip of the weapon onto the floor, and kneel, bowing my head.

	“My lord, it has been far too long,” I say. “I am still forever your servant.”

	“Thank you, Sylvain.” Dolos raps his fingers on the worn leather for the arm of the chair. “Tell me, are you the only one of my followers to have made it this far?”

	“Yes, my lord. I’m not sure where the others are, as my focus has been solely in locating you.”

	Crossing his legs, he studies me very carefully. “How long have you been in Reynes?”

	“Just a few years.”

	His brow furrows. “How is that possible, since the gate has been sealed for the last two centuries?”

	I use my free hand to reach into the worn rucksack dangling across my chest so I can remove a moonstone the size of my palm. “With this, my lord.”

	He takes the stone, rubbing its smooth surface with his hand. “I always knew you were the clever one among my people. How many do you have?”

	“Several, and you’ll need one to sustain your powers while in this realm. If you use your abilities too often they’ll deplete, leaving you mortal. The stone will prevent that from occurring until the gate completely opens. It’s what happened to the Shadows after she created her protectors, before she returned to Toorkuns.”

	“I wasn’t aware the creature could be made vulnerable.” Slipping the stone into his pocket, he gestures for me to have a seat. “Did you bring any horsam crystals with you?”

	Again, I reach into my rucksack to retrieve a crystal the size of the moonstone, handing it to him. “I had to chisel them out of the walls of the arena in Kifu. The mine has been heavily guarded since your fall, and yours was destroyed in the same instance as your body when the Shadows confronted you in Velia.”

	“I remember,” he says, glowering. “Is this the only one you were able to procure?”

	“I have another of equal size, but just the pair. If I’d taken any more it would’ve been noticeable. What are your wishes, my lord?”

	“I need to get the men I have properly armed and protected before heading to Quivira Camp.”

	“Why go there?”

	“It’s where Lycus is cowering, and where he’s more than likely building his army.”

	I’ve heard of the cambion and how he was the former ruler of the Kingdom of Geron as well as husband and brother to Honora, formerly the Shadows. His death will come easily compared to Evander’s, which is how I need to keep referring to Macarius. Otherwise, I’ll draw suspicion from the dark magic creatures toward my true nature. I can’t afford to have them whisper my existence to those who might remember me. My name was well known in Toorkuns and the other five realms long before I ever pledged fidelity to Dolos. Even though these beings were born in Reynes, I’m sure the Dewins who found their way here before the gate closed have spoken about me incessantly, and that my story is bound to have fallen on fresh ears.

	“I can dispatch him for you, my lord. It would be my honor.”

	“No, as I have other plans in mind now that I’m in possession of a moonstone and horsam crystal. What I need is to know what other threats I might be facing besides the ayklos and dark creatures.”

	“There isn’t anything that threatens you, my lord. The remaining seers are all dead, and you’re the only being in this realm with powers.”

	“Except for Lycus… and you,” he counters. “And whatever Dewins are still around.”

	“They hide among the mortals very well, only showing themselves when they’re overconfident or in desperate need of something. They’re no threat to you.”

	“But they can be to my men if the moment should arise. And the protection shield only guards against dark magic, not those of the light. Hopefully, those pathetic souls are smart enough to stay away from us, as I don’t want to harm my own kind if I can avoid it. Especially when I’ll be needing them once I secure Reynes, since I don’t intend on staying here too much longer. I can’t allow that bitch to continue to wander about the land freely while my former apprentice pants at her feet. I will control her one day, as I’d always intended, and there’s not one person alive who’s going to prevent me.”

	“Will she be punished for destroying you?” I grin at the thought of her torture.

	“Yes, of course,” Dolos replies, irritated. “And it will be quite painful. In the meantime, I need to focus on extinguishing these horrid creatures.”

	“How may I be of assistance?”

	“Head to the camp. You should get there before Lycus. The people he’s traveling with can’t vanish, so they’ve been forced to use horses. It’ll slow them down, which gives you ample time to garner the mortals who live there to our cause. I’ll be sending someone with you.”

	I scowl. “How? They’d need to journey on horseback, which will delay me.”

	“Not if the two of you are holding on to the same moonstone. As long as you’re with him, he’ll be able to move as you do. But that’s the only power he’ll briefly obtain, nothing else.”

	“I prefer to work alone, my lord.”

	“I know, but the person I’m sending is dispensable should anything go awry. You may even find the little shit useful if you have to barter with someone at the camp. Make him earn his keep. He’s been nothing but a burden to me since I took possession of his brother, and I’ll be glad to be rid of him.”

	“Won’t this person question the appearance of the moonstone and how I’m able to travel using a simple thought? It may lead to your discovery. Particularly by those who are still among you.”

	“Simon can easily be manipulated, but you’re right about the rest. Two I can control with ease, but the others may prove difficult.”

	“Is there anyone you can trust with your secret if you’re to maintain the ruse?”

	“Just one,” Dolos replies, smiling. “Gunder!”

	The door for the solar opens and a tall, burly man enters. He has short, auburn hair and a deep scar crossing diagonally over his face. I recognize him as the man who was standing by the fireplace when I entered.

	“Close the door,” my master orders, to which Gunder complies.

	“How long have you been standing out there?” I ask, furious that my private meeting wasn’t so private.

	“Since my lord asked me to leave,” the man responds, his voice gruff and gravelly. “I never venture far from Fane’s side. Specifically when strangers request an audience.”

	I study him carefully, checking to see if his irises are red, which would indicate Dolos has him under mind manipulation. But they’re not.

	“Gunder, if I’m to tell you something that cannot leave this room, will you be able to uphold your oath as knight to the House of Alister and take my secret to your grave?”

	“Yes, my lord,” Gunder answers without hesitation.

	I stand and make my way over to him, placing myself between him and the door to ensure he doesn’t escape. As well as to make him vulnerable to my steel should he desire to harm Fane. Or Dolos, rather.

	“What I have to tell you is of a most delicate nature,” my master begins. “The reward for you in maintaining this information confidentially can be anything you desire. Break your oath, and Sylvain here will butcher you.”

	“May I ask who this man is to you?” Gunder nods toward me.

	“Sylvain is a mystic, and a follower of the great Dewin, Dolos. Have you heard of him?”

	“I’ve heard of neither men, my lord.”

	“Then it would befit you to listen carefully to everything I have to say.” Dolos gestures for Gunder to take a seat while I remain by the door. “Before Reynes was severed from Toorkuns, Dewin masters oversaw the seven realms that had been established, though nine existed. They were responsible for maintaining life and security for all their people. A Dewin master by the name of Dermont the Wise decided to declare himself ruler over all mortal and magical beings. He created a young woman to help him control the world, but she was so powerful she became a threat to the other masters and their charges.”

	“You’re referring to the Shadows,” Gunder states.

	“Precisely. Dolos and the others rallied to rid Toorkuns of Dermont and his creation. But these two slaughtered the masters, leaving the realms defenseless and ripe for the taking. The masters’ remains were interred into blue glass ornaments and scattered across the realms to hide them from anyone seeking to possibly resurrect them. One was placed at this very castle, in the archway between the baileys.”

	“I recall seeing it. The glass is now shattered among the stone. You said it happened from the structure being damaged during the battle with the elfai, but something tells me there’s more to it than that.”

	“You’re very astute. This is the part where your secrecy can mean your life or death.”

	“And the promise of anything I want.”

	“If you do as you’re told,” Dolos interjects. He removes the horsam crystal from his pocket, holding it delicately by its sharpened ends. “This little trinket has saved me from a pitiful life of servitude and exile. It brought me back when there wasn’t any chance of being reborn. Sylvain gave me this after the one Fane had in his possession shattered when I took control.”

	Gunder stares at my master, studying the young man. “Who are you?” he asks, his tone firm and unwavering.

	“My name is Dolos, and I’ve come to reclaim what’s rightfully mine.”

	“Fane is dead?”

	“Yes. Does that upset you?”

	Gunder’s face grows rigid. “That depends.”

	“On?”

	“If what you said about me having anything I want is true or not.”

	“Tell me what you desire, Gunder, and it will be yours.”

	“I want Quivira Camp.”

	“After we eliminate the dark creatures who call that place home, the camp is yours. What do you intend on doing with it?”

	“The kingdoms will be vulnerable after the fighting stops. Having trained thieves and killers in my employ will make the lands easier to plunder.” He pauses briefly before continuing. “What about the others?”

	“I’m counting on you to keep Yale and Tuscan in line, and Simon will be accompanying Sylvain.”

	“And Lords Foster and Trent?”

	My master ponders his response. “What’s your opinion on the pair?”

	“They’re whiny simpletons I’d be glad to be rid of.”

	Dolos smiles. “Those are my thoughts exactly. Call all the men to the courtyard. I want every single one of them present for a demonstration that will assure them I’m their leader and to never stray.”

	“Yes, my lord.” Gunder stands, then leaves after I’ve stepped out of his way.

	“Do you think he’ll keep his word?” I ask as I continue to linger by the open door.

	“He will after he sees what I’m capable of.”

	“Are you going to have the men continue calling you Fane, or will you revert to your true name?”

	“I haven’t decided yet. Let’s see how everyone takes to my demonstration first.” I start out the door, when Dolos stops me. “Go down the hall and find Lords Foster and Trent. I want to know what they’re discussing in my absence.”

	“You’re suspicious of them?”

	“I’m suspicious of everyone. Including you, Sylvain, but you already knew that.” Dolos closes his eyes, his body going limp. I know he’s placed himself into an astral projection, probably to join in on the men’s conversation without their knowledge.

	After sheathing my sword, I take my leave and quietly make my way down the corridors until I find the two men sitting in a sparse dining room, drinks in hand. Leaning against the wall by the doorway, I keep myself out of view, but am still able to hear everything being said.

	“I don’t like this,” one comments, though I’m not sure who as I haven’t been introduced to either of them.

	A chortle. “Which part? Fane’s sudden change in demeanor or the strange man who came to call?”

	“Both, actually.” Someone clears their throat. “Fane’s not acting like himself. He’s become even more pretentious than before and carries himself as if ruler of the world. It’s almost like he’s a different person since the battle.”

	“Perhaps he’s in over his head and the stress is finally getting to him.”

	A heavy sigh, followed by the noise of furniture being kicked. “Why did we go along with this in the first place?”

	“Because we were sick of our pathetic lives. He gave us the excuse we needed to loosen the restraints the kingdom placed on our houses. We were tired of being servants to ungrateful bastards.”

	“He’s lost all focus as to why we’re here,” the other one grouses, as if not listening to his friend. “This is supposed to be retaliation against King Evander for the death of our queen. We need to be focusing on hunting him down, not obliterating the creatures who’ve lived peacefully with us for centuries.”

	“Don’t forget, they won’t be peaceful when their powers are restored if Towenaar Gate is opened.”

	“Then why don’t we just destroy the gate? Dismantle it, or something. If it’s not there, then the dark creatures will remain helpless. No more of our men’s lives will be placed at risk for another insane man’s righteousness.”

	Someone snickers. “You try telling Fane that.”

	“Perhaps it’s him we need to eliminate before things get further out of hand.”

	“Brendan was right. The realm can’t handle a war.”

	“Only if there aren’t good men to fight it.”

	“Or leaders to pick up the reins when their predecessors meet their demise. We’re lacking both now with Caster gone. The people would be fools to accept Fane’s tyranny. It would be better to just leave things how they always have been.”

	“It’s too late now. The die has been cast.”

	“I, for one, am ready to move on from this debacle.”

	“And go where?”

	“Wherever Fane isn’t. And I plan on taking my knights with me.”

	“The sooner we do it, the better.”

	“Today then.”

	“As soon as we finish our drinks.”

	As their glasses clink I head back to the solar where Fane is waiting, scowling.

	“It would seem your secret is out,” I comment, closing the door behind me.

	“Damn it. Let’s get this over with before it’s too late.”

	We leave the solar and traverse the corridors, stopping when we come upon the dining room. I’m introduced to the lords as both eye me suspiciously.

	“I’m pulling all the men into the courtyard,” Dolos says. “I’d like for you both to join me.”

	The pair look at each other quizzically, both obviously nervous, but they set down their drinks onto the long, wooden table and follow us outside. We wait patiently in the larger bailey beside burnt-down structures as Gunder and two other men assemble the knights and guards in the courtyard. The temperature is rapidly falling, as winter is only days away. It’s best to get moving quickly with our plans before the heavy snows begin, trapping us either out in the prairielands or in a kingdom until the spring thaw. 

	I stand off to the side as Dolos takes his place only a few feet from the fallen archway, Lords Foster and Trent close by. Gunder and two other gentlemen, along with a young boy, stand beside me once everyone is settled. Thousands of men in armor and Vagter uniforms stand before us in perfectly formed rows, filling the entire courtyard and bailey.

	“Knights of Lomance and Vanir. Vagter of Vanir and Pelheim. Tomorrow morning we’ll start making our way to Quivira Camp,” Dolos announces, his voice booming for all to hear. “But we can’t start our journey until those of you without the Lhaddoral symbol, the Dewin mark of protection, have been branded.”

	“How do you intend on doing that?” Lord Foster retorts. “We need to find another Dewin, and that’ll take time.”

	“I’m more than capable of branding the shield onto these men,” Dolos says.

	“You?” Lord Trent asks, chuckling. “I think your arrogance has finally warped your mind, Fane.”

	My master smiles, menace behind it. “Tuscan, please step over to me.”

	The man beside Gunder does as requested, though he appears apprehensive.

	“Roll up your sleeve and show everyone your arm.”

	Tuscan looks skeptically at Dolos, then over at the men as he pushes the sleeve for his uniform coat up to his elbow, exposing unblemished flesh. Dolos wraps his hand around Tuscan’s wrist, and within seconds the Lhaddoral has been painlessly burned into his skin.

	“How the hell did you do that?” Lord Foster’s mouth falls open.

	“It’s quite simple if you have the right knowledge.”

	Lord Trent unsheathes his sword, pointing it at Dolos. “I knew something wasn’t right. What are you?” the man asks, his voice shaking with fear.

	“I’m your master… the master of all mankind now that I’ve been bequeathed with powers.”

	Lord Foster grows pale. “How is that even possible?”

	Dolos gestures to the collapsed archway and the shattered blue glass ornament that once adorned it. “That, gentlemen, is what gave me my newfound abilities and position in life.”

	Trent backs away. “You’re a dark creature, then.”

	“Hardly. If that were true I wouldn’t be able to see any of those who’ve already been branded, nor would I have been able to apply the mark on Tuscan.” Dolos takes a step closer to the quivering men. “Would you like to see what else I can do? Styg.”

	Five wisps of smoke begin to rise from the ground, thickening as they take on solid forms. Beasts spring forth, standing over three-feet tall while on all fours. Their fur is rough and black, covering very little of their bodies, exposing their bones with flames flickering underneath. Sharp blades run the length of their spines as well as the backs of their legs, while thin spikes cover their heads like manes. They stand between Dolos and the lords, growling at the terrified men. Gasps escape the lips of the knights and guards, their eyes widening, but none utter a word.

	Although there’s a chill to the air, Foster is sweating. “What…what are those things?”

	“Bladz hounds,” my master replies, then turns his attention to the rest of the men. “Does anyone here feel they can no longer follow me? That I’m not the same man you began listening to when we started our mission at my father’s estate?” He turns back to the lords. “Or that I’ve lost focus as to why we’re here? Perhaps the only reason you’re with me is to get away from your pathetic lives.”

	The two men grow pale as their words are thrown back at them.

	“Fane—” Lord Foster begins, but my master cuts him off with the wave of his hand.

	“To tell you the truth, I’m not who I once was.” Dolos turns his attention back to the knights and guards while the bladz hounds surround the lords. “I thought I could keep up the charade, but if these two pathetic ayklos saw through it, then you will as well, or have at least begun to suspect. You would be correct in your assumptions. My name is Dolos. I’m a Dewin master who’s been trapped in a glass prison for the last two hundred years. Fane freed me at the expense of his life, but he and I share the same objective: to destroy every last dark creature that roams these lands, leaving it free for its rightful people to reclaim what was stolen from them. If you doubt my sincerity, let these two men be examples of what will happen if you question me on any decision I make or have thoughts of betraying your new leader.” Dolos turns to the lords. “Quw.”

	The hounds leap at their victims, ripping the men to shreds in a matter of minutes. Screams and shrieks fill the air as blood saturates the ground like water. The beasts breathe fire to incinerate the remains, then turn their attention toward the knights and guards.

	“What say you, warriors of Dolos?” my master asks, gesturing outward as if he’s to be celebrated.

	Slowly the men get down on their knees, place their hands over their hearts, and bow their heads.

	“Very good. Rise so I may protect you against those who seek to destroy us.”

	The men get to their feet as Dolos spreads his hands, waving them in one long motion through the air. Many check under their uniforms or chainmail, noticing the Lhaddoral newly imprinted onto their skin.

	“Now go prepare for our journey.”

	“Yes, my lord,” the warriors say in unison, then depart.

	“Nix,” Dolos commands, which causes the hounds to vanish.

	Gunder, his two men, the young boy, and I approach. He grabs my master by the arm. “I thought you didn’t want them knowing who you are.”

	Dolos glares at the guard, who quickly retracts his hand. “I did, but things have a tendency of changing.”

	“Our deal hasn’t changed, has it?”

	“No, it hasn’t. Quivira Camp will be yours once this is all over. I’m sure Yale and Tuscan have their own demands now, knowing what we’ve agreed to for my protection.” Dolos glances at the pair, but neither speaks. “Very well. Go take care of your men. We leave at first light.”

	The three nod, then depart. The young boy stands there bewildered, staring at the two of us. Strands of his blond hair fall into his face.

	“Sylvain, you’ll take Simon to the camp with you.”

	“When would you like us to leave?”

	“As soon as possible.”

	The two of us turn toward the castle, when Simon finally speaks.

	“You…you murdered my brother?”

	“I’d say in a way Fane took his own life,” Dolos responds. “His greed and arrogance outweighed his common sense and intellect. He was more than willing to allow me into his life, as he craved the powers I could give him. Little did he know it would end in his death. A smarter man would’ve seen right through the deception.”

	“Otherwise, why else would you be known as Dolos the Deceptor?” I add.

	“Precisely.”

	“Are you going to kill me as well?” Simon asks, backing away slightly.

	“Should I? As long as you obey Sylvain, we won’t have a problem. Is that understood?”

	Simon nods.

	“Go pack your things and wait for him in the smaller bailey.”

	The young man runs toward the castle, glancing back only once before darting through the open doorway.

	“Don’t be surprised if he’s dead by the time you reach the camp,” I state.

	“Why do you think I’m sending him with you? Do you have everything you need?”

	“I could use extra gold and silver to pay for my food and lodging.”

	“Follow me.”

	After reentering the castle, we make our way to a tower in the center of the structure that rises six stories. We step into a throne room where Dolos opens a vault in the far wall and removes a couple of pouches, tossing them to me.

	“This should be more than enough.”

	I slip them into my rucksack, then return to the bailey where Simon is waiting, trembling, with a bag slung across his back.

	“Do everything I say and I won’t sell you to be butchered.”

	He nods, swallowing the lump in his throat. I remove a moonstone, hold it in my open palm, and instruct Simon to place his hand on top of it.

	“Don’t let go.”

	In an instant we’re in the forest a few meters from the camp, the sun setting behind us. I return the moonstone to my bag, then head toward the sounds of laughter, singing, and clashing steel. Simon stays close on my heels. Fires burn in stone pits that rest mere feet from the entrance, as well as between the stables and great hall to stave off the encroaching cold night. Elfai, dwerg-reuses, and dwarves meander about the grounds, as well as mortals. Harmony among creatures is common here, but it won’t be for long.

	I head into the great hall, taking a seat in the corner of the room. Simon sits beside me, keeping his head down and his mouth shut. A young servant girl brings us ale and plates filled with meat and bread, then winks at the boy before scampering off.

	“How old are you, Simon?” I ask after taking my first bite.

	“Thirteen,” he answers meekly, poking at his food.

	“Have you fucked a woman yet?”

	“Yes, sir. A few.”

	“Who showed you how?”

	“My brother, Fane.”

	“Are you sad he’s gone?”

	Simon furrows his brow. “I’m not sure, sir.”

	“Was he cruel to you?”

	“Extremely cruel, yes,” Simon replies, almost in a whisper. “Even before he took me away from our home just outside Estrial in Lomance, Fane tormented me daily. My brother, Brendan, was the only one who would protect me.”

	“And where’s Brendan now?”

	“Fane beheaded him a few days ago, after… I ran my sword through his back.”

	“Why would you do that?”

	“Fane told me to.”

	“I bet you liked it, though. Didn’t you? The feel of a man’s bones shattering as your blade cuts through his flesh. The way the blood sticks to the metal as you withdraw it from your victim. Why did Fane want your brother dead?”

	“He blamed Brendan for the death of our queen, even though it was King Evander who gutted her. My brother slept beside her while it was happening and did nothing to stop it.”

	“Were you in love with the girl? Is that why you stabbed your brother in the back?”

	“Yes, sir,” he admits. “I let my anger take over and discarded my better judgement. Now, I have no family left.”

	“Family will only betray you, Simon. Be thankful you’re rid of them. Now, eat, before your food gets cold.”

	He hesitantly takes small bites as I spot Leeza making her way over to us, her hair more frazzled than when I left, and she’s still wearing the same horrid brown dress. I think I’ve only seen her in a couple of other outfits; this one must be her favorite, though I can’t figure out why since it’s horribly stained with grease and sweat.

	“When did you get back?” she asks in her usual callous manner.

	“A short time ago,” I reply, reaching for my ale. “Why? Did you miss me?” I wink at her.

	“Fuck no,” she grouses, then laughs. “Who’s the kid?”

	“A stray I picked up. You know what a softy I am.”

	“You’re so full of shit, Sylvain.” She chuckles. “Do you need a room for him?”

	“No, he’ll bunk with me. Is my hut still available?”

	“Yes. I’ll have one of the girls bring extra blankets and pillows.”

	I nod, and she departs. 

	After we’ve finished eating, I leave some coins on the table, grab my things, and tug on Simon’s collar to get him moving. Hunters, thieves, and other creatures mill about in the cold night, stoking fire pits, drinking ale, or telling their harrowing ordeals about how they wound up in Quivira, or what job they recently undertook. Many of those are pure lies and fantasy.

	“Watch it, runt,” a dwerg-reus says as Simon walks into him since he was looking back at the elves and dwarves who passed.

	“S-Sorry,” Simon stutters, his eyes wide.

	“What kind of creatures live in Lomance?” I ask as he hurries to catch up.

	“Leimakides.”

	“Have you seen anything other than a meadow nymph?”

	“We came across a pack of amarok when we were in Pelheim, but my brother had a crystal to control them so they didn’t bother us too much. Then there were the elfai, but I’ve never seen a dwarf giant before.”

	“Be thankful the giants are too big to fit in the camp and too dumb to leave their hollows in the northern hills of Axis. You’d be crushed within seconds if you don’t pay attention to where you’re going.”

	We head west, to the far side where the hut I keep is situated. It’s bigger than most as it has a wood burning stove to stave off the cold, but I pay a pretty coin for it. Simon drops his things in the corner just as there’s a knock on the door. The young woman standing on the other side is wrapped in a thick houpeland, carrying a pillow and blankets. She starts to step inside as she usually does, until she notices Simon.

	“I didn’t realize the blankets weren’t for you,” she says. “I’ll come back when you’re alone.”

	“I can kick him out.” I take hold of her arm. “Simon, wait outside until I call you.”

	He exits without hesitation. My companion closes the door, drops the pillow and blankets, then removes her houpeland, revealing her naked body. I discard my clothes, bend her over, and fuck her as hard as possible. She screams in excitement, the tops of her thighs wet in seconds. I grab hold of her hair, wrapping it around my hand so I can pull her head back as I continue to defile her. Her cries of pleasure turn to pain, but she knows to expect this from me. I’m not a gentle lover by any means. I release her just as I reach my peak, then shove her onto the bed, as my torment of her isn’t quite done. When it’s finally over, I pay her handsomely, then she dresses and leaves as I clean myself.

	“Simon, come back inside,” I call to him after opening the door once I’m dressed. “Sleep in that corner over there.” I point to where his things are already sitting.

	“I noticed I don’t have the protection symbol,” he says, gathering the blankets and pillow. “Why?”

	“You and I aren’t meant to,” I reply, blowing out the lone lantern lighting the room after the stove has been lit. “We need the creatures here in camp to be able to see us, so as not to draw suspicion.”

	He curls up in his corner, and I’m on the verge of falling asleep, when muffled whimpers disturb me. I expected this from him as I did the same thing when I was abandoned by my family, though I only permitted it to happen once.

	“Simon, mourn quietly. You can do so for tonight, then no more.”

	“Yes, sir,” he utters.

	I roll onto my side as his whimpers die down, but don’t stop completely. Hopefully he does as he’s told, otherwise he’ll find himself in the fighters’ pen being used for practice.

	Two

	 

	Lycus

	 

	I’m still in shock over Caster’s actions. That entire night replays continuously in my mind the moment I close my eyes. The smell of singed flesh, the screams from animals burning alive, the thick taste of blood as it clung to the air like rain, and the look of profound joy on Caster’s face when he took his knife to Patrick’s neck, murdering his friend without hesitation. 

	It’s enough to rattle my soul for eternity. 

	I didn’t get much sleep during the one night we stayed in Kilstrand village, and neither did my companions if the tired expressions plastered on their faces are any indication. The three of us have barely spoken to each other as we ride northeast, toward Quivira Camp. We’re in disbelief over everything. None more so than the loss of Patrick. I wish I’d followed Lord Idris’ example and taken a whore to bed. Then, perhaps, I’d be feeling a bit better. It wouldn’t be right for me to continue doing that to Honora, since she’s already lost one of her protectors.

	But the temptation is strong.

	As we make camp for the night, it’s obvious Sil is ready to discuss what happened in Rhodes, as she hints to it while building a fire to help keep us warm during the freezing fall night. Aderyn sets out the bedrolls while I tend to the horses, tying them to a wooden fence that encircles an abandoned farm whose buildings have collapsed, probably from years of neglect. Sil goes to open her mouth, when her mother snaps.

	“Enough! What’s done is done. Patrick is dead, the elfai Militum are scattered—at least what’s left of it—and Vanir has collapsed. We need to focus on gathering more soldiers to keep the remaining kingdoms from falling.”

	“It doesn’t bother you that Caster turned on us so readily?” Sil counters, angry.

	“Of course it does!” Aderyn yells. “It now makes me question his loyalty.” She points to me with her comment.

	“I’d never turn on you,” I retort. “Don’t you dare think otherwise.”

	“We don’t know that.” Aderyn gestures to her daughter and herself. “We believed Caster was our ally and look what happened.”

	“If you don’t trust me, leave. I’ll go to Quivira Camp on my own.”

	Aderyn goes to open her mouth, when Sil interrupts her.

	“Who was the other man?” she asks, hoping to keep an argument from happening. “The one who beheaded King Brendan?”

	“His older brother, Lord Fane,” her mother replies. “The one who stabbed Brendan in the back was his younger brother, Simon.”

	“Do either of you know why they were there?”

	“Does it even matter?” I grumble.

	Sil lowers her head. “No, I guess not.”

	We eat, then bed down for the night. The following evening I don my disguise of blond hair and rugged looks before going to sleep. Sil has seen me in it, but Aderyn hasn’t and she doesn’t care for it. 

	“Why do you look like that?”

	“I’ve been to the camp before, so I need to be unrecognizable when we arrive.”

	“Why? What did you do?”

	“I may have fucked a couple of the servants who work the great hall, and I’d prefer if they didn’t recognize me.”

	Aderyn rolls her eyes. “You’re unbelievable. What do we call you, then?”

	“David. It was my father’s name.”

	Over the next few days I have to keep reminding myself that I’m a stranger to those in the camp, that I don’t know Leeza the proprietor, or anything about what happened to two of her girls. It’s a mantra I repeat in my mind, afraid I’ll slip and give myself away. God only knows what that woman will do to me if I reveal my true self.

	It’s late morning when the three of us pass through the entrance to the quiet camp. Sil takes the horses to the stables while Aderyn and I collect our belongings and head into the great hall across the way. I spot Leeza over at one of the tables as Aderyn and I take a couple of seats close to her. I try my best not to draw her attention. One of the serving wenches comes over with a pitcher of mulled wine and mugs, her breasts nearly falling out of her tight bodice as she sets them down. I avert my eyes to keep the temptation as far from my mind as possible, though it’s going to be extremely difficult.

	“Where is everyone?” Aderyn asks, glancing around the nearly empty hall as plates of food are set before us.

	“They could be anywhere. This place doesn’t become crowded until nightfall.”

	I look over at Leeza, who takes notice of our presence when Sil sits down. The plump, older woman with ratted gray hair wanders in our direction, a confused expression on her face.

	“What’s an elfai commander doing in my camp?” she asks, narrowing her eyes at Aderyn.

	“How do you know who I am?”

	“By the leathers covering your body, the gorget around your neck, and the studded metal piece adorning your shoulder nearly cutting into your earlobe,” Leeza responds.

	“But she’s wearing the same outfit.” Aderyn points to Sil, who’s sitting across from her. “What makes you think I’m a commander?”

	“The stern expression on your face and the fact that your gaze has never stopped wandering the room tells me you’re a leader.” Leeza scrunches up her face. “You being here wouldn’t have anything to do with the influx of Vanir Militum entering my camp, now would it?”

	“How many have arrived?”

	Leeza crosses her arms over her chest. “Why? Do you intend on taking them back, or can I keep them?”

	“Elfai aren’t property,” Aderyn says, seething.

	“Then they shouldn’t have come here. Everyone who enters the camp becomes mine, to do with as I see fit.”

	“Even those willing to hire your creatures?” I ask, hoping to diffuse the tense situation.

	“That’s different,” she says, softening. “But I highly doubt you can afford my prices.”

	Aderyn begins to stand, when I place my hand on her arm. “What are your terms?”

	“That depends on what you’re looking for.”

	“We’re in need of soldiers,” I answer. “Ones who’ll be willing to fight to keep the realm intact.”

	“It’s here, then,” Leeza says, growing sullen. “The war has finally started.”

	“How do you know about it?” Sil inquires.

	“There’s a lot I know about the trouble Reynes is facing. Mainly from my creatures and mortals who live here, as they pick up information while roaming the lands. War was inevitable, given the rise of the Shadows from her grave. Do you know who started it?”

	“Why? So you can pick your side?” Aderyn asks, fuming.

	“I chose my side a long time ago, dearie. Ask anyone here and they’ll tell you where I stand. How far away is the fighting?”

	“At least a few days behind us,” I respond.

	“That’s if they didn’t leave Vanir right away,” the Militum leader adds.

	“And you’re certain they’re coming here?”

	“Yes,” I reply.

	“I assume you’ll be needing rooms.”

	“Three, if you have them,” Aderyn states.

	“I have several empty huts along the back fence. You can stay there for the time being. Come back to the great hall later this evening and we’ll discuss the war you’ve brought to my doorstep.”

	Leeza heads back to the kitchen while we finish our meal. I set some coins down on the table before grabbing my things and showing Aderyn and Sil to their huts. I take one farther down the fence line to ensure my privacy. Especially when I return to the great hall to entice the serving wench to accompany me back to my hut, where I fuck her for the next hour or so.

	I know I said I wouldn’t do this to Ore, that I wouldn’t cheat on her anymore, and technically I’m not. My disguise remains intact as I take the whore between my legs, her moans filling me with desire. I doze as the woman dresses, then leaves. I try to fight off the sleep wanting to overtake me, but I wind up giving in.

	 

	“Lycus!” Sil bellows as the door to my hut is pounded on. “Get your lazy ass out of bed!”

	I dress and open the door. “I told you to call me David while we’re here,” I chide.

	“Well you weren’t answering to that.”

	“What do you want?”

	“Leeza has gathered the camp at the great hall. My mother is going to address them, and you need to be there.”

	I grumble as I follow her toward the crowd tightly packed with all matter of creature and mortal. Aderyn is standing on a box by the entrance to the great hall so everyone can see her. Torches and fire pits light the encroaching night, causing odd shadows to form on everyone’s faces. Spotting Leeza leaning by the door, Sil and I join her.

	“Citizens of Reynes, my name is Aderyn. I’m the former Commander for the Vanir Militum,” she begins, her voice firm and steady, “and I come with a message. A young man by the name of Lord Fane Alister from Lomance has made it his mission to assume control over Reynes and destroy every dark creature that calls this realm home. He’s already murdered his brother, King Brendan, to take power over Lomance, and has assumed control over their knights and Vagter to aid him in his quest. He’s determined to eradicate us from existence, which he attempted to do with the elfai after recruiting the knights of our very own noble court and the Vanir Vagter to help him. Thousands of elfai are dead, and the rest scattered across the realm, with some of them standing here among you.” She gestures toward the crowd. “Fane is heading our way at this very moment to destroy this camp and all who live in it, regardless of your lineage. His men have already brought the Kingdom of Vanir to its knees, slaughtering all who oppose him. Many good men and women died in that battle.” 

	Aderyn tries to choke back tears. “It’s up to you to fight for your survival and those from the kingdoms you serve. And that fight starts here. We must defend everything we as dark magic creatures and mortals hold dear, and end Fane’s conquest before another kingdom falls. We can’t allow him to consume our homes, murder our loved ones, or destroy the very fabric of existence. Reynes will fall if we don’t stop him.”

	No one says a word. 

	She stares at them in earnest before getting down and entering the hall as the masses slowly depart. Leeza, Sil, and I join her at one of the tables while dinner is served, though we have little appetite.

	“That went well,” Sil says sarcastically.

	“Did you actually expect them to rally to your cause instantly?” Leeza asks. “They need time to process everything.”

	“Time is one thing we’re in short supply of,” I comment.

	“That may be, but you can’t ask these men and women to lay down their lives for kingdoms that expelled them in the first place. They need to make the choice for their own survival, not that of those who cast them out.” Leeza stands and heads toward the kitchen.

	“Do you think any of them will give a damn?” Sil queries.

	“I don’t know,” Aderyn replies, sounding forlorn.

	“We’ll definitely know by morning,” I add.

	We part ways after eating, and like usual, I make sure I don’t go to bed alone.

	The next morning, as we sit down to breakfast, Leeza takes count of everyone still in the camp, determining only a couple dozen mortals and creatures have left. It’s far fewer than I was expecting, which gives me some hope, but who knew hired killers would run when their own lives were up for bounty. Aderyn gathers her elfai and tasks each with assembling groups to determine what weapons we have on hand, to create a perimeter for her scouts, and to strategically plan where everyone is going to be when the fighting starts. Sil and I sit in the great hall with Leeza, going over a map she has of the camp and marking escape routes should they be needed.

	As the day wears on, each group enters the hall one by one so we can explain to them where everyone is to be positioned, as well as where to retreat if it comes to that. The scouts head out before nightfall, taking their positions in the treetops along the road into the camp. Tensions are high and tempers on edge, causing squabbles to break out, which Leeza disrupts before they get out of hand. I decide against fucking a wench tonight, which causes my blood to boil with lust and a sleepless night.

	The next day anxiety is at an all-time high. Leeza plies us all with ale, so there are many a drunk dwarf, dwerg-reus, elf, or mortal meandering around the camp in camaraderie instead of hostility. Every so often a leimakides or cercopes fly by, harassing those in a stupor and stealing whatever food and drink has been left lying around. Aderyn checks on her scouts throughout the day, taking them food with the help of Sil. I’m in the great hall for dinner when Leeza sits across from me, her eyes narrowed as if in thought.

	“You know, I’ve been thinking,” she begins, rubbing her chin. “Why would someone like you be so concerned about saving dark creatures?”

	“Because it’s the right thing to do.”

	She snorts. “Anyone venturing into my camp doesn’t come here to do the right thing, unless it nets them some coin. But even then it’s doubtful.”

	“Then why do you think I’m here?”

	“To protect your own ass like the rest of us.”

	“I can take care of myself just fine without help from anyone here.”

	“I know you can,” Leeza says, glaring. “Which makes me wonder what caused your change of heart.”

	I study her very carefully before responding. “I don’t know what you mean.”

	“Only a dark creature would
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