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  Prologue


Kaiden peered out from the shelter of his cloak, the icy wind bit at his face and howled in his ears. The stars above shimmered faintly, the only constant in the chaos, while the jagged shadows of the Eclin Mountains rushed by below. He still couldn't shake the terror of what he had witnessed, of that monstrous thing released from the ice. 
He looked back. The surviving Eclin Rangers clung tightly to their dragons, faces pale, eyes wide with dread. Ahead, Umbaroth, King of Dragons, soared at a blistering speed, his silver scales catching the moonlight as though forged from starlight. Whatever it was that hunted them, even the great Umbaroth fled before it.
To the east, a shadow passed over the land, vast and winged—a silhouette that dwarfed even the mightiest dragon. Kaiden knew what it was. That creature. The thing from the ice. He closed his eyes and murmured a prayer to Niveren. Somewhere below, amidst the snow-choked peaks, a horde of Necrist was gathering, ready to sweep across Delfinnia like a plague. After all the people had suffered under Danon, how could they survive this?
The shadow passed over again, and the dragons redoubled their efforts. The wind screamed louder, forcing Kaiden to wrap his cloak tight around his face.
“How far are we from Caldaria?” one of the rangers shouted from behind.
Kaiden squinted into the darkness, searching for something familiar. A glow kindled in the east - a narrow line of gold stretching across the horizon. Dawn. His chest loosened slightly as the first rays lit the peaks.
Then, through the light, he saw them: the statues of the Three Kings, ancient and solemn, standing proud on the edge of the mountains. Sentinels of a bygone age. He remembered the maps—the statues marked the western edge of the Eclin range. Caldaria was still a thousand leagues away.
A cry shattered the morning stillness.
Kaiden turned just in time to see it—the beast bursting from the clouds, maw wide, eyes burning. It seized the dragon behind him in a single, monstrous bite. There was a snap like thunder. Wings tore. Rangers screamed. The dragon, and those it carried, tumbled in two bloody halves to the snowy depths below.
Kaiden looked away. He couldn’t watch.
The monster let out a roar that shook the heavens, its cry triggering avalanches across the frozen slopes. Ahead, a narrow pass between steep ravines opened like a wound in the rock.
“Head for the valley!” Kaiden yelled to Rygoss, the dragon beneath him.
Rygoss nodded, folded his wings, and dove. Kaiden clung on tightly, his teeth clenched as the wind tore at him. Umbaroth followed, then the remaining dragon, Umia.
“Hold tight,” Rygoss growled, his voice like grinding stone.
The walls of the pass rushed toward them, jagged rocks waiting like teeth. At the last moment, Rygoss flipped sideways, skimming through the gap, wings tucked. The dragons roared through the narrow corridor, too fast for anything to follow.
The monster shrieked in frustration, too massive to follow. Rygoss levelled out, diving beneath an arch of stone that bridged the cliffs. Kaiden dared to look back. The beast hovered at the mountain’s edge, screeching, the morning light blazing off the snow. It reeled, let out another cry, and vanished into the swirling clouds.
“It fears the sun,” Kaiden said, barely believing it.
“For now,” Rygoss replied. “When we dragons returned from the Void, the sunlight burned like fire. But the longer it remains in this world, the more it will adapt.”
Kaiden’s hope faded. His gaze drifted eastward—to where the city of Sunguard once gleamed. A black cloud loomed there now, stretching wide, casting all it touched into shadow. He reached for the amulet around his neck, the seven-pointed star of Niveren cold against his skin.
Danon was ready. His army was on the move. And time was running out.
The dragon’s words gave Kaiden little comfort, for on the distant horizon, in the direction of the city of Sunguard, a thick, ominous black cloud filled the sky covering the land in shadow. He touched a hand to his amulet of the seven pointed star of Niveren about his neck. Danon was ready to lead his army against Caldaria. Time was running short.
*








  
  Chapter 1. 


Blackmoor 
Luxon hastened through the corridors of BlackMoor Castle, his heart pounding, worry gnawing at his thoughts. His worst fear had come to pass. Vectrix had deceived them all. Clutching Asphodel tightly, he passed several castle servants who paused in their tasks, staring in awe as he brushed by. It still struck him as peculiar how people perceived him. To many, he was a hero, and the hope in their eyes weighed heavily on his shoulders. Could he live up to their expectations?
Trying to ignore their gazes, he descended a stone staircase and rushed into the passageway leading to the throne room.
Two guards, clad in BlackMoor’s colours and mantles emblazoned with the black crow, stood outside. They saluted sharply as he approached. Luxon nodded and strode past them into the room beyond.
Ferran was sitting on the baron’s throne, surrounded by city representatives. His face was weary, his expression irritable. Since his father’s passing, he had taken up the mantle of Baron and immersed himself in the role. The Coalition Army's week-long stay in the city had been chaotic; they’d needed to find supplies for the starving population and prepare the army for the next phase of the war.
Luxon halted at the edge of the small crowd of nobles and waved. Ferran, relieved at the sight of his friend, gestured to his newly appointed advisor, Sir Aaern, who promptly cleared the representatives from the throne room. Once they had all departed, Ferran stood and stretched his back. Dark circles under his already-dark eyes betrayed the lack of sleep since his father’s death.
“Thanks for saving me back there,” Ferran said with a weary chuckle. “Any more of that and I was close to handing the barony to Aaern here and going back to monster hunting.”
The knight blinked in surprise.
“I hope you jest, sir?” Aaern asked.
“It was a joke. Lighten up a little- and please, tell Sophia I’ll be with her shortly.”
They watched as Aaern saluted and left. Ferran chuckled. “Not much of a sense of humour, that one. And that’s coming from a grizzled bastard like me.”
Luxon couldn’t help but smile. When they’d first met, Ferran had been the sternest man he’d ever encountered. He’d been a man who had rarely joked and rarely showed emotion, except when berating someone. But now, softened somewhat by Sophia’s influence and the trials they had endured, he had changed. Luxon's smile, however, quickly faded.
“There’s something we need to discuss, and you’re not going to like it.”
“Oh? What could be worse than the land teetering on the brink of Danon’s total conquest and being plunged into another Dark Age?”
“Vectrix is worse. Much worse,” said a gloomy voice.
Ferran narrowed his eyes at the surprised look on Luxon's face. “Either you’ve become a ventriloquist, or Asphodel just talked.”
Luxon fidgeted. “Remember what I told you back in Tulin? About how the God of Light Rindar speaks to me through Asphodel?”
“I do. And I thought you were mad. That the stress of all this—” Ferran gestured around them “—had driven you to hallucinate it.”
“I wish that were so.”
Luxon walked to the throne and set Asphodel beside it. The face carved into the hilt now wore a look of concern.
“Tell him, Rindar. Tell him what you told me.”
A long silence followed, long enough for Luxon to question his sanity again, that was until Rindar spoke. The god’s voice sounded ethereal as it emanated from the sword.
“Vectrix has played his hand masterfully. He has manipulated all of us. And now, he stands on the brink of achieving his goal.”
“And what is that?” Ferran asked, still unsure whether to believe he was speaking with a deity from myth.
“He plans to destroy the barriers between the Void and our world so that he can return, and exact his vengeance on the children of Niveren and the gods. He will aim to merge the Void with this reality, plunging it into eternal chaos. It would be a catastrophe beyond imagination.” Rindar paused. “I underestimated him.”
Luxon began pacing. “He seeks to escape the Void? How?”
“Through Danon, of course,” Rindar said irritably. “We warned Zahnia not to banish him there, but the fool ignored me when I was part of the God of Balance.”
“We?” Ferran asked.
“Yes, we. It’s complicated. Keep up. Vectrix seduced Danon with promises of escape—”
“Which he achieved through me,” Luxon added grimly.
“Yes, well, there’s no undoing that now. Every action Danon and his followers have taken has advanced Vectrix’s cause- whether they realise it or not.”
“And here I thought the lunatic just wanted to conquer the world and plunge it into another dark age,” Ferran muttered.
“That’s part of it. Look at what his war has done. Humanity has never been more divided, more vulnerable. Vectrix has guided Danon’s every move, all leading toward his freedom. He needs immense magical power—power originally manifested by Aniron herself to break free of his prison. Luxon is a key part of that plan, being the first true wizard in over a century. Danon, too, is a source of power. Asphodel. The teleport stones of Tulin. It’s all been about gathering magical energy.”
“But he underestimated us,” Luxon said. “So what’s next?”
“He’ll aim to bring as much magical power together in one place as possible. Only then can he shatter the barriers to the Void.”
“Caldaria,” Luxon whispered, closing his eyes.
Ferran caught the shift in his voice. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”
Luxon hesitated, then nodded. 
“Caldaria is as you well know the home of the mages. It’s also the only place where the location of the Isle of Magic is known. If the city falls, the enemy will gain access to countless magical artefacts and to the mages themselves. Danon will use the N’gist to drain them, thinking it will make him stronger.”
“And it will only help Vectrix,” Rindar added grimly.
“There’s more,” Luxon said. “If Caldaria falls, the N’gist could learn the location of the Isle itself. All magic in Esperia flows from that place for it lies directly above where the Goddess of Creation was slain. If Vectrix wants to destroy the barriers between worlds, that place has the power to do it.”
A pang of guilt struck Luxon. He hadn’t yet told Ferran the full truth, that the Archmage of Caldaria, Thanos, was in fact the immortal hero Niveren.
Ferran’s face darkened as the weight of it all settled. “Then we need to act. Immediately. We must rally our forces and march on Caldaria before it’s too late.”
Luxon nodded. “Yes. But we need the full support of the Coalition. This won’t be a battle like any we’ve fought before. The fate of the world truly hangs in the balance.”
Ferran stood tall, resolve in his eyes. 
“Then let’s not waste any more time. I’ll call a meeting of the Coalition leaders and tell them everything. We’ve beaten impossible odds before and we’ll do it again. Together, we’ll stop Vectrix. We have no other choice.”


      [image: ]Tension hung thick in the air. King Thorn of Kastador was locked in an animated exchange with his advisor, the magician Meric. Nearby, Imperial Magister Torvan, an elderly man with silver-streaked hair and an aura of authority, wore an expression of permanent disdain, as if it were stitched into his very being. His entourage of battle-hardened commanders and sage advisors stood by, each bearing the emblem of the Tulin Empire: a golden eagle in flight.
Luxon, wearing his green wizard’s cloak, took his place beside Ferran’s throne. Sophia moved gracefully to the other side. She smiled at Luxon, and he returned the greeting with a nod. Ferran, resplendent but visibly uncomfortable in the ornate regalia befitting his new station, ascended the BlackMoor throne. The elaborate seat was carved in the likeness of a coiled sea serpent. Sir Aaern, signalled to a servant, who rang a silver bell to call the assembly to order.
As a silence fell over the chamber, Ferran rose and addressed the coalition. “The Kastadorian gryphon scouts report a considerable Sarpi army massing on the banks of the Ridder River, likely preparing a counter-offensive against BlackMoor. King Thorn has graciously offered Kastador’s forces to eliminate this threat.”
Predictably, discord erupted among the Tulin delegates. Imperial Magister Torvan stepped forward, his gray robe billowing like smoke on a breeze. “Why should we entrust such an operation to Kastador?”
Meric couldn’t resist. “We’ve humbled you Imperials enough times to have earned that trust,” he said, prompting laughter among the Kastadorian Bannerlords.
Unmoved, Torvan offered a thin, sardonic smile. “Ah, but wasn’t it the might of the Tulin Empire that shattered the Sarpi naval blockade and liberated this very city?”
The chamber erupted into dissonant murmurs and exclamations. Ferran shook his head in exasperation, but King Thorn interjected with dry wit. “We’ve all played our part in the liberation, Torvan. But if you’re so eager to flex Tulin muscle, be my guest and lead your troops against the Sarpi.”
After a tense moment, Torvan squared his shoulders, eyes gleaming with zeal. “The Tulin Empire will obliterate this Sarpi menace.” His declaration drew cheers from his comrades, met with Kastadorian scoffs and irritated glances from the Silenzians who watched the Kastadorians and Imperial bicker like children since the Coalition’s formation. 
Just as Ferran prepared to redirect the meeting toward the enemy’s broader movements, a forceful knock echoed through the chamber’s thick oak doors. Sir Aaern rose, conferred briefly with a guard, and returned to his seat, nodding for the guards to admit the visitor.
Ferran’s eyes widened, barely hiding his surprise as a dishevelled but unmistakably imposing figure entered. It was Thrift, leader of the Fleetfoot Thieves Guild. His bald pate gleamed under the chandelier’s light, and despite his worn appearance, his broad frame still radiated the roguish confidence Ferran knew well. 
“Put away your weapons and bring him forward,” Ferran commanded, disbelief and joy mingling in his voice.
Thrift regained his composure, flashing a sly grin as he sauntered forward. 
“Never thought I’d see the day Ferran of BlackMoor would be sitting on a throne,” he said playfully. He locked eyes with Sophia and winked. She rolled hers in mock disgust, she had never cared much for the rogue.
Thrift’s expression shifted as he turned to Luxon, his tone suddenly solemn. “Master Wizard,” he greeted.
“What is the meaning of this? Who is this ruffian?” Torvan’s voice dripped with disdain.
Ferran smiled wryly. “This is Thrift, leader of the Fleetfoot Thieves Guild—and an old friend.”
“A thief? In this council?” Torvan looked scandalised, as did his fellow Tulin envoys.
“Thrift has done more in the struggle against Danon than you could imagine. He is an ally and a man I trust with my life,” Ferran said firmly.
As Ferran and Thrift embraced, the thief looked momentarily awkward, surprised by the warmth of the welcome.
“What brings you here?” Sophia asked as they stepped apart.
Thrift’s voice wavered, tinged with raw emotion. “The N’gist have laid waste to everything. Even the sanctuary we built in the Fell Forest is gone. We fought a guerrilla war—ambushes, sabotage. But they found us. They used dark magic to set the forest ablaze. Not a single tree or blade of grass remains.”
A gasp swept the room. Luxon’s eyes widened in horror. The scale of destruction described rivalled the Magic Wars of ages past.
“I and a few others barely escaped,” Thrift went on, weariness in his voice. “We roamed for days, evading capture, until we reached Bison. There, we heard whispers of BlackMoor’s victory over the Sarpi. I thought of you Heroes of the Sundered Crown,” he added with a chuckle.
Ferran stood tall, his tone resolute. “Your skills will be invaluable in the struggle to come.” He signalled a steward. “Ensure they have food, drink, and a place to rest.”
Thrift placed a hand over his heart in a respectful bow and followed the steward from the hall.
As the meeting adjourned at midday, Luxon approached Thorn and Meric, who stood in quiet conversation. “King Thorn, I need your help,” he said, urgency in his voice.
“Name it, Luxon. How can I aid you?” Thorn asked.
“I need to see the ruins of the Fell Forest. There may be more to the destruction than we realise.”
Thorn considered him for a moment, then nodded. “I’ll take you by gryphon. We must see the truth with our own eyes.”
Meric’s face drained of colour. “Is that wise, my king? The risks—”
“We’ll be fine, Meric,” Thorn said, confidence unwavering. “Luxon’s magic will protect us.”
Luxon nodded his thanks and went to find Ferran. He discovered him just outside the throne room, locked in a tense exchange with an irate Magister Torvan. Luxon stepped in, excusing Ferran for a private word, much to Torvan’s irritation.
In a quiet corridor, Luxon outlined his plan to visit the ruins of the Fell Forest, sharing his suspicions and the potential secrets hidden within the Diasect fortress.
Ferran frowned. “The fortress was searched after Danon’s defeat at Eclin. Nothing of note was found.”
“It was searched by Archbishop Trentian’s men,” Luxon countered. “He refused to allow the mages to assist and we both know where his true loyalties lay.”
Ferran nodded grimly. He had killed the archbishop himself upon discovering his betrayal. He closed his eyes. Trentian had not died well. The memory of his screams and the stench of burning flesh still haunted Ferran.
“What you say is true. Curse that man and the N’gist.”
Luxon touched the silver, seven-pointed star medallion his mother had given him.
“I can give you three days,” Ferran said at last, clasping Luxon’s hand. “Any longer, and we march for Caldaria without you. Go with my blessing—but return swiftly. Our duty to Caldaria calls, and time is short.”
“I will return. I promise.”


      [image: ]Luxon made his way through the city streets, his green cloak billowing in the breeze. As he passed, people stopped and stared. To some, he was a hero; to others, a symbol of suspicion or even disdain. Whispers followed in his wake, rumours blaming him for the disasters that had befallen the realm. He ignored the stares and pressed on, heading toward one of the many taverns lining infamous Moor Street—a place notorious for its inns and rough clientele. Naturally, it was where most of the Coalition’s forces had chosen to reside during their stay in BlackMoor.
Rounding a corner, he stepped into the Black Beast inn. Its weathered sign bore the image of a snarling black wolf—a legendary creature that had terrorised the region two centuries earlier. Inside, the air was thick with smoke, stale ale, and sweat. Two Silenzian sailors were embroiled in a heated argument with a flustered barkeep.
“We don’t take those coins! Only Delfins!” the barkeep shouted, his patience wearing thin.
Luxon approached and calmly tossed two silver Delfins onto the counter.
“You must forgive them, barkeep,” he said smoothly. “They hail from a land far across the sea. They don’t carry Delfins. I suggest next time you take their coin and find a merchant to exchange it.”
The barkeep scowled but pocketed the coins quickly enough. The sailors muttered grateful thanks and scurried away with their pints of gloopy glog.
The barkeep eyed Luxon with suspicion. “You lookin’ for someone, wizard?”
“I am. The bard Eripa. I was told she’s here.”
The barkeep jerked a thumb toward the back of the inn. “Oh aye. Entertaining our esteemed guests from across the sea,” he said, voice thick with sarcasm.
Luxon tossed another coin onto the bar and made his way through the crowded tavern. Rowdy Kastadorian soldiers mixed with locals, while the Silenzians kept mostly to themselves, nursing their drinks. From the back room came the unmistakable sound of music—haunting, melodic, captivating.
He reached the doorway and leaned against the frame.
Eripa stood on a small raised dais, a dim lantern casting a golden glow over her flowing blonde hair. Her fingers moved with effortless grace across the strings of her lute, her voice weaving a spell over the gathered listeners.
She is the goddess of the night, The ruler of the dark. She wears a cloak of shadows, And walks with stealth and hark.
Her eyes are cold and piercing, Her heart is dark and still. She commands the forces of the night, And holds the power of the will.
She is feared by all who know her, For her wrath is swift and fierce. But those who seek her favour, Are rewarded with her grace and mirth.
She is the goddess of darkness, The queen of all that's grim. She is the keeper of secrets, And the mistress of the night's domain. Beware those who cross her, For she will show no mercy. But those who serve her well, Are rewarded with eternity.
The song was sombre and chilling—a ballad about Esperin, the Goddess of Darkness. Luxon shivered as the final verses faded. The words echoed eerily close to what Esperin had whispered to him at her temple on Tulin.
He waited as the room erupted in applause, some listeners moved to tears by the sheer beauty of Eripa’s voice. When the space finally began to clear, he stepped forward.
Upon seeing him, Eripa smiled warmly. “Luxon. How are you?”
“I’m well, Eripa. An interesting choice of song,” he said, tone neutral.
“They wanted something sombre to remember their fallen friends,” she replied, brushing a lock of golden hair behind her ear as she packed away her lute. “You inspired it, truth be told by your visit to the Temple of Darkness on Tulin.”
Luxon nodded, jaw tightening. He would rather forget that encounter.
“I need a favour,” he said, shifting the subject.
“Oh?”
“I need you to keep an eye on Alderlade for me. I’m leaving the city for a day or two to investigate something to the south.”
“Of course. Captain Whitelaw and the crew have been looking after him these past few days. I fear he’ll turn into a foul-mouthed sailor if he stays with them much longer.” She chuckled, then added more seriously, “I trust this investigation is important?”
“I’m not sure yet. Just a feeling.”
Eripa raised an eyebrow. “I’ve known you long enough to know that when you get ‘just a feeling,’ it usually means something important.”
Luxon smiled thinly. “Thank you. I promised Ferran I’d be back within three days, at the most.”
“And then it’s on to Caldaria—and to war,” she said quietly.
With a sombre nod, Luxon turned to leave, the mournful echoes of Eripa’s song still lingering in his mind.






  
  Chapter 2.


West of Sunguard 
The sky was engulfed in an impenetrable blackness. Swirling, thick clouds, unnatural and menacing, drifted ominously above, completely obscuring the sun. Beneath this darkened canopy, the N’Gist army advanced, creeping forward like a vast, relentless tide. 
At the vanguard of this fearsome host shambled countless undead, their ruined forms were a nightmare made flesh. Their moans and groans filled the air, weaving together into a haunting ballad that promised nothing but death. Every one was a victim of the N’gists terrible magic. Innocents, brave defenders now twisted to serve the machinations of the foul.
Behind the shambling undead, a tide of Fell Beasts of the Void surged forward—a nightmarish menagerie of horrors. 
Tribes of Pucks and Goblins scuttled and shrieked among the throng, while Nightstalkers, dark and sinewy, roamed through the ranks. Towering above them all loomed the Gargantuans, monstrous in both size and form, their colossal frames advancing with a slow, unstoppable menace.
Pacing alongside these beasts, the N’Gist wielders weaved their dark magic, to maintain a semblance of control over the monstrous horde. The fallen mages, once devoted to the art of magic, now served their dark master, their powers twisted into something sinister and malevolent. Bringing up the rear, the Sarpi marched. Their black armour clanked and rattled with every step. The ground trembled under the hooves of thousands of their horses, it was a force of overwhelming might.
From his perch atop an enslaved dragon whose soul mirrored the darkness of his own armour, Danon watched his formidable host march by. The dragon stood in a clearing near the eastern bank of the swiftly flowing Ridder River. Its snarl signalled the arrival of the Sarpi General, Sintinius. Behind them lay Sunguard, a city that once shone as the jewel of Niveran’s glory, the vibrant heart of Delfinnia. Now, under Danon's rule, it had become a hollow shell, stripped of all light and hope. The city’s once radiant beauty was smothered under a blanket of despair.
“What news, General?” Danon inquired, his black eyes steadfastly fixed on the distant horizon, a silhouette of ominous foreboding against the darkened sky.
“Word from Sarpia, my lord,” the General responded, his voice tinged with a mixture of respect and underlying fear. “Luxon Edioz was there.”
Danon turned slowly to regard the Sarpi, his gaze like a shadow passing over the earth. “The wizard. He's become more troublesome than I anticipated. Tell me, has he managed to unravel Zahnia’s curse?”
At this, Sintinius visibly flinched, his armour clinking softly. 
A cruel, wicked smile curled the corners of 
Danon’s lips. “You seem surprised, General. How did I know?”
Sintinius, his voice reduced to a hushed, almost reverent whisper, barely audible over the faint rustling of the darkened forest, replied, “How, indeed, my lord?”
Danon's smile broadened, a cold, calculating expression that sent shivers through Sintinius. "I have eyes and ears everywhere," he said, the dragon's snarling rumble seeming to echo his words. "The N’Gist garrison there? Slain by your traitorous kin. Once we are finished here, I will lead this army to Sarpia and strip it of all light and hope. The Sarpi will bend to me or be broken utterly."
He leaned slightly forward in the saddle, his black eyes locking onto Sintinius with a gaze so intense it seemed to burn through the Sarpi general's very soul.
"Remember, Sintinius," Danon whispered, his voice as deadly as the coils of smoke leaking from the dragon's nostrils. "I sense the storm of rebellion within your heart. You long for your homeland’s redemption—for sunlight once more on your people’s faces. But never forget: you and all your kin belong to me. Your fates are mine to decide."
The black dragon snorted, sending a gout of foul-smelling smoke curling toward Sintinius as Danon's voice dropped to a low, venomous murmur.
"I feel it, the tremor in your hand, the fleeting desire to draw your sword against me. Know this: one act of betrayal, one moment of defiance, and I will not simply end your life. I will erase your people from memory. Their suffering will echo through the ages, and Zahnia’s curse will seem a child’s game in comparison to the agony I shall unleash."
Sintinius, pale and visibly shaking, dropped to one knee, clenching his fist over his heart in a desperate gesture of fealty.
"Betrayal is not in my heart, my lord. The true faithful of Sarpia shall serve you unto the end."
Danon regarded him for a long, chilling moment, then gave a slight nod. "See that you do," he said, his words curling in the air like smoke. "Soon, Caldaria will fall—and with it, Delfinnia will be reduced to ashes. Afterward, we will sweep across the other lands of man. None shall be spared. No light will remain."
Sintinius dared to lift his gaze. "And what of Niveren, my lord? Will he reveal himself at last?"
At this, Danon’s smile grew razor-thin, a cruel glint flashing in his eyes. He stroked the dragon’s scales absently, as if contemplating the deaths of gods themselves.
"My brother excels at cowardice," he said softly. "He hides from me, but he will not remain concealed much longer. Even he cannot watch his precious offspring fall without acting. And when he does—" Danon leaned back in the saddle, his dragon hissing in anticipation, "—I will rip him from whatever wretched hole he hides in, and I will watch the last light of hope gutter and die in his eyes."
Thunder rumbled across the plains as if in answer, and the black dragon’s wings unfurled, casting a shadow that swallowed the land beneath it. Sintinius bowed his head lower, knowing there could be no salvation for his people, only submission.
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Yepert jolted upright, his heart thundering in his chest. A cold sheen of sweat clinging to his skin, chilling him in the predawn stillness. His blanket lay discarded on the floor, evidence of his unrest, the sheets beneath him were damp with perspiration. He closed his eyes, taking deep, deliberate breaths. Each inhale was a battle against the panic that clutched at his chest, each exhale a slow release of his mounting dread. His mind, a whirlwind of confusion and fear, replayed the haunting images that had plagued his sleep. Slowly, hesitantly, he opened his eyes, half expecting- half dreading to find the ghostly visage of Danon materialising in the dim light of his room. It was a fear born from many nights, a spectre that had become all too familiar in the wake of his troubled dreams. Trembling he swung his legs over the side of the bed, his toes touching the cold stone floor. 
Standing on wobbly legs he walked over to the basin in the corner of his room and splashed his face with ice cold water. He caught his reflection in the mirror. Long gone was the chubby boy who had first departed Caldaria six years prior. Now there stood a man. His green eyes were surrounded by faint wrinkles and his face had narrowed with brown stubble covering his cheeks and chin. His shoulders were broad but sagged, a testament to the hardship Danon’s curse had inflicted on him. He looked away and took a towel from the nearby rack and dried his face. Yepert's gaze lingered on his own image, a silent conversation passing between them. 
'You can't keep on like this, Yepert,' he whispered to himself. Hannah had broken the curse, but its echoes lingered, tormenting him with horrific dreams and visions that felt all too real. It was as if he peered through the very eyes of the Dark Lord. Danon's whispers a ghostly presence in his mind. He took his blue mage’s cloak from the peg next to his bed and put it on before slipping on his leather shoes. He walked over to the window and pulled aside the curtain. His room was located high in the Arc Tower, a prestigious spot, but he knew why. It wasn’t because he was a hero it was because the Arch Mage didn’t trust him. He gripped his quavering arm and urged it to stop shaking. Danon’s curse had made him do things, things that had almost gotten Luxon and his friends killed. He’d destroyed the rune stone protecting the fortress of the Watchers, he was responsible for allowing Danon’s Fell Beast army to sweep across Delfinnia. He rubbed his eyes angrily. Hannah had told him repeatedly that it wasn’t his fault, that he had been under the control of Danon. 
Deep down he knew she was right, but the guilt persisted. How many men had died that day in that terrible battle? Below, he could see the vast expanse of the mage city. The four rings that made up the various districts looked deceptively calm from here. For a moment it was easy to forget that the last free city of Delfinnia was being besieged by hordes of the undead and other foul horrors. The sun was just peeking above the forest to the east, casting the sky in an array of stunning yellows and golds.
Knowing that he wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep he left his room and walked the halls of the Arc tower. He reached the levitation pads that allowed traversal to the various levels of the tower and step into the centre of one. A tingling enveloped his body and then he began to float downwards. To anyone not used to such magic the sensation often caused them to panic but Yepert barely noticed these days. He ‘fell’ thirty floors until he came to a gentle stop and stepped off the pad. The Medica lay ahead, he wondered if Hannah was up yet. He walked down the corridor and past row upon row of rooms. Most were occupied by wounded soldiers or sick civilians. The few mages on duty nodded to him as he passed but there was no sign of Hannah. He rounded a corner and found an elderly man sitting on a bench. A healer’s staff was leaning against the wall at his side. Yepert recognised the old man as Grigg. 
“Another night filled with turmoil I see,” Grigg greeted with a warm smile.
“You could say that. Have you seen Hannah anywhere?”
Grigg shook his head. 
“I have not this morning. I dare say she is resting after what happened in the night,” Grigg said mysteriously.
“Oh?”
“There was a large attack on the southern gate. The Barrier Towers repelled the bulk of it but many of the Keenblades were caught up in the fighting. Many wounded.”
Yepert nodded and sighed. He felt so helpless. He longed to help, but Grandmaster Thanos had forbidden it. Telling him to rest and ensure that he was truly ‘better’. Grig tilted his head causing a strand of white hair to fall into his eyes. He regarded Yepert for a moment.
“An N’Gist curse is nothing to sniff at young one. Many who have been afflicted with such things do not survive and those that do; are often forever changed.”
“You speak as though from experience,” Yepert said, his curiosity piqued.
Grigg nodded slowly and his eyes went distant as though he were recalling some memory from long ago.
“I do. Long ago I worked as a healer. In secret of course, for the King’s law forbade the use of magic outside Caldaria even then. In the city of Kingsford I encountered a man named Valyn. A man who had lost everything following an unpleasant encounter with the Knights of Niveren. I healed his wounds, but a darkness had taken root deep within his heart. The N’Gist curse was already within him.”
“What happened to him?”
Grigg looked at him with a haunted look in his eyes.
“He became a monster.”

      [image: ]Grigg’s words echoed ominously in Yepert's mind, spurring him to leave the healer's side with a hasty farewell. As he navigated the labyrinthine corridors of the Medica, the harrowing sounds of pain and despair grew louder. Around a corner, a scene of sombre urgency unfolded. Wounded men and women lay in rows, their cries piercing the heavy air. A mage, his face etched with fatigue, was methodically cleaning bloodstains off the stone floor. His hands moved with a practised grace, emanating a soft, ethereal glow as he magically erased the crimson evidence of battle. He glanced up at Yepert, offering a weary smile tinged with sadness. 'The lucky ones,' he murmured, 'were saved from the undead's curse. The rest...' His voice trailed off, laden with unspoken horrors.
Yepert's attention snapped to a squad of Nightblades, clad in their black armour, hoods casting shadows over their faces, they exuded an aura of grim watchfulness. Yepert's thoughts momentarily drifted to his comrades, Ferran and Welsley, wondering about their fates in these dark times. 
The lead Nightblade, his voice a blend of authority and urgency, questioned the mage about a specific room. 'Room six,' the mage replied, a note of urgency in his voice. 'The barrier spell is just barely holding.'
The Nightblades moved to the room in question and drew their Tourmaline blades. The blades came to life with a white, shimmering glow, their hum resonating through the corridor. The lead Nightblade, his hand raised, chanted a brief incantation, and the barrier shimmered before dissolving into nothingness. 
Yepert's heart raced as an otherworldly howl erupted from the room, a sound that spoke of death and despair. The Nightblades entered the room with a calmness that belied the danger within. From his vantage point, Yepert heard the gruesome slicing of flesh, and the thuds of lifeless bodies. The ordeal was over almost as quickly as it had begun. The Nightblades emerged, their blades extinguished and silent once more. One of them drew a small leather pouch from his belt, tossing it into the room without ceremony. A moment later, it burst into a brilliant ball of magical fire, flooding the corridor with harsh, flickering light.
Driven by a mix of dread and morbid curiosity, Yepert edged toward the ruined doorway. Inside, the magical flames consumed the bodies of the fallen Keenblade warriors, their forms crumbling into ash as the fire seared away what little remained.
It was a grim, brutal reminder: in this war, even death offered no peace. 
Troubled, Yepert continued through the Medica's maze-like corridors, his thoughts a storm of unease. He rounded another bend and his eyes settled on a guarded doorway at the corridor's end. A solitary Nightblade, imposing in stature and demeanour, stood vigil. A sense of inevitability washed over Yepert as he recognized his unintended destination: Accadus' cell.
Accadus, once a servant of Danon, now a prisoner under the watchful eyes of Master Ri’ges and the Medica's healers. This man, the former Baron of Retbit, the destroyer of Balnor, had nearly caused the death of Luxon and Hannah. Yet, Hannah had confided in Yepert about Accadus' transformation following his encounter with Asphodel and his crucial role in breaking Danon's curse. If anyone could understand the turmoil within Yepert, it would be Accadus.
Approaching the cell, Yepert noted the Nightblade's hand inching towards his sword, a silent but clear warning. 
"I just want to speak with him," Yepert implored.  
“Only those with authorisation may see the guest,” the Nightblade replied.
Yepert sighed. He never enjoyed pulling rank, but being the friend of Luxon and one of the Heroes of the Sundered Crown gave him some weight.
“I have the authority as Yepert of Plock, friend of the wizard, Luxon Edioz and Hero of Eclin,” he said, doing his best to make his voice strong and authoritative.  
The Nightblade regarded him for a few moments and then to Yepert’s relief he stepped aside and took a key off the chain attached to his belt.
“Forgive me sir. I didn’t recognise you,” he said unlocking the door. The Nightblade pushed the heavy crystal door inward. “Wakey, wakey, you have a visitor.”
Yepert stepped into the chamber and blinked. Inside the cell, an overabundance of light almost blinded him. Candles flickered in every corner, mage lights danced on the ceiling, illuminating every corner of the room. The door closed behind him with a definitive thud. In the corner, a gaunt figure huddled on a bed, his black hair unkempt, his skin pallid. It was Accadus, but a shadow of the boy he once knew.
"End my suffering," Accadus croaked, his voice barely recognizable. As Yepert stepped closer, Accadus recoiled, his back pressing against the cold wall. 
“Accadus? It’s Yepert.”
Accadus glared at him with wild exhausted eyes and then suddenly tears sprang from them. Seeing the man who had tortured him throughout their childhoods and who had tried to kill his friends, a surge of anger filled Yepert’s heart, but seeing him now it was soon replaced with pity. Glancing around the brightly lit walls he noticed etchings of runes covering virtually every surface. He recognised them as warding runes.
“To keep him out,” Accadus muttered as he noticed what Yepert was looking at. 
“You mean Danon, don’t you?”
Accadus nodded slowly, the fear in his eyes sending a shiver of dread up Yepert’s spine. 
“Forever in my mind. He made me do such things. I can feel the darkness in my veins, burning my very soul. I am damned and only the light can ease my pain. And yet-” he continued his eyes staring into the shadow cast by Yepert, ‘-I can never truly escape the darkness.”
Like him, Accadus had been broken by dark magic. Except in his case, he had been a willing servant to it.
“I see him as clearly as I see you now. I hear his voice, sometimes as a whisper, sometimes as loud as thunder.”
Yepert shivered. He was seeing and hearing the same things. 
“When did you see him last?” he asked. A feeling deep in his gut made him curious to know.
“I saw him just this morning standing at the head of an army. The army that is coming here to kill us all,” Accadus replied, his voice rising until it was almost a manic shout. Yepert paled. 
“Was a Sarpi with him?”
Accadus nodded.
“Sintinius.”
Yepert took an involuntary step backward. Impossible. How could they both have seen the same thing? Suddenly, Accadus slid from the bed and crawled on hands and knees toward Yepert. A skinny arm reached out and grabbed his boot.
“I tried to kill you. I- I am sorry.”
For a heartbeat, Yepert wanted nothing more than to lift his foot and drive it into the pitiful wretch before him. A lifetime ago, he would have done it without hesitation. But as he looked down at the broken man weeping in the mud, the anger bled out of him, leaving only exhaustion. He sighed and knelt, placing a hand gently on Accadus’s bowed head.
They had been two children in the same hall, though worlds apart. Accadus, the noble’s son, cruel and proud; Yepert, the villager and the one he mocked and beat simply because he could. Yepert had carried that hatred for years, but now, looking into the hollow eyes of the man before him, he saw only the echo of another victim. He understood, at last, what the shadow of Accadus’s father had done to him, how fear had twisted him into something bitter and small.
But it was what Accadus had done as a man that Yepert could not forgive.
He had chosen to serve Danon. Chosen to kill his own father and seize Retbit in blood. Chosen to stand beside the N’Gist as they burned their way across Delfinnia. And worst of all the brutal sacking of the city of Balnor. That wound would never heal.
Yepert’s throat tightened. “I know what it’s like,” he said quietly. “To feel Danon’s voice in your mind. To have your will stripped away until you’re nothing but a vessel for his hate.” His hand trembled where it rested on Accadus’s head. “But the things you did… those were still your choices.”
Accadus looked up, eyes rimmed red, lips trembling. There was no defiance left in him, only shame.
“You’ll find no absolution here,” Yepert continued, his voice soft but heavy with grief. “For what you did to Balnor, for what you did to our people—you must seek redemption not from me, but from Delfinnia itself.”
Accadus raised his head, his eyes streaked with tears. 
“I know, but how can I atone for such crimes?”
“That is something that I do not know.”
Carefully he moved his foot free from Accadus’ grip and stepped away. He banged on the cell door and with a clink the Nightblade opened it.
Yepert’s mind raced. If both he and Accadus were seeing visions of Danon there was a good chance what they saw was real. 
Quickly he brushed by the Nightblade and hurried toward the levitation pads. He had to tell Grandmaster Thanos.  
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  Chapter 3.


The Fell Forest 
Luxon revelled in the thrill of flight, a sensation that had been denied him for over a year since his last ride on Umbaroth. Now, he found himself astride a majestic Gryphon, creatures that only the Bannerlords of Kastador could master, and among them, King Thorn was unparalleled. 
Clad in protective goggles that shielded his eyes from the rushing wind, Luxon's hands clung tightly to the saddle's horn. His green wizard's cloak danced wildly in the air currents, creating a vivid streak against the sky, while his sandy blonde hair whipped about, occasionally obscuring his vision. Sitting in front of him and wearing similar goggles was Thorn. 
The King sat low in the saddle, his hands loosely holding the reins and legs subtly guiding the gryphon. His armour glinted in the sunshine so that any observer on the ground would likely be confused by what they were witnessing. Below, the landscape of Delfinnia unfurled - a tapestry of rolling hills, dense forests, and meandering rivers, dotted with ancient castles and abandoned towns. 
At seeing his homeland from such a height, Luxon’s heart lifted. The meadows and fields, the villages, and cities, they were what the struggles and sacrifices were all for. Danon sought to subjugate his people, to break their will and force them from the light and into darkness. He would not allow the dark lord to succeed, no matter what horrors he unleashed. 
Somewhere down there, hiding in the wilderness were those who had fled the war and once that war was ended, he knew they would return and life along with it. He looked up to the horizon. Thorn was pointing at a huge cloud of smoke rising from the ground. They swooped over the sparkling lakes of the Lakelands, the gryphon's claws almost skimming the water as they did so. They passed over more empty villages and fallow farmland toward the Fell Forest. The vast clouds billowing skyward confirmed Thrift’s tale. The N’gist had set it ablaze. He could see hundreds of creatures fleeing westward to escape the flames. 
Deer, foxes, wolves, bears every woodland creature you could imagine was on the move desperately seeking safety. Of the people who had no doubt sought shelter from the war amongst the imposing trees of the forest there was no sign. An idea entered his head. He leaned forward and tapped Thorn on the shoulder. The King turned his head.
Using magic Luxon amplified his voice so that it would pierce through the howling wind and be as clear as day. 
“Take us down lower and circle back over the Lakelands. I can put out this fire, but it might be a bit tricky,” he said. Thorn raised an eyebrow in surprise but nodded. Leaning to the left the gryphon turned and descended in a slow arc. Channelling his magic, Luxon cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted.
His voice boomed across the sky like a deafening thunderclap causing the wildlife below to scatter. He wanted them out of the way for what was to come next. He reached down and pulled his dragon headed staff Dragasdol from its sheath. Next, he held it high and directed his magic into it. The air around the gryphon began to shimmer and crackle as the magical energies swirled and flowed. 
As they approached the largest of the Lakelands lakes, Luxon extended his arms, with the fingers of his left hand splayed he began to chant the words of a spell of the upper ring. The surface of the lakes responded, stirring into action as if awakened by his call. Swirls of water spiralled upwards, forming a massive, swirling vortex. 
Luxon's cloak billowed more fiercely as the energy required to control such a powerful spell surged through him. His already bright blue eyes glowed as his power grew. Dragasdol shimmered brightly and as Thorn expertly manoeuvred the gryphon into position to approach the burning forest Luxon thrust the staff towards it. 
With a sweeping gesture, he directed the vortexes of swirling water towards the raging inferno of the Fell Forest. The air hissed and steamed as the water collided with the flames, sending a cool mist spreading through the heat. The fire's roar diminished under the onslaught of Luxon's spell, and slowly, the forest's deathly glow began to fade, replaced by the steaming, charred remains of what once was. They flew over the forest, Luxon directing the water to the area’s where it
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