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      Alastair sat alone in the darkness, staring at the flickering fire. Holding out his arms, he let its heat wash through his rain-sodden cloak. The autumn storm had caught him in the open, drenching him to the skin before he could guide his horse to shelter in the nearby trees.

      The rumble of distant thunder echoed through the night, and shivering, Alastair shifted closer to the flames. He stifled a groan as his old joints cracked with the movement.

      Adding a fresh stick to the blaze, Alastair watched the greedy tongues of flame lick along its length. Wind rustled in the dark branches overhead and the fire flickered, its feeble light casting long shadows across the tiny clearing.

      A head appeared between the nearby trees, its long face stretching out towards him. Alastair’s heart clenched and he reached for his sword, before he realised it was only his horse, Elcano. Snickering, his mount shook its head and retreated into the shadows.

      Shivering, Alastair released his sword hilt and cursed himself for a fool. He knew all too well the dangers of the night, the creatures that stalked the shadows of the Three Nations. Once he had been one to stand against such things. Now though...

      He shook his head, forcing away the morbid thoughts. He was still a warrior; his name was feared by the beasts of the dark.

      But he could not dismiss the whispers of his own doubt. It had been decades since he’d last fought the good fight, and the long years between had stripped him of his strength. The old man shivering at autumn shadows was a spectre, a ghost of the Alastair that had once battled the demons of winter.

      And now the demons had returned.

      “If only,” he whispered to the cold night. The words carried with them the weight of regret, the sorrow of wasted decades.

      If only he had known.

      If only he had prepared himself.

      Instead, the great Alastair had settled down and put the dark days behind him. And in his absence, the dark things had come creeping back. Now their shadow stretched across the Three Nations, threatening to shatter the fragile peace he had worked his whole life to build.

      It was only when Antonia had come to him that he’d realised his folly. Her reappearance had shattered the dreamworld he’d wrapped around himself,  had dragged him back to a life he’d thought long buried.

      “Find them,” she’d ordered, and he had obeyed.

      Yet things never were simple when she was involved. For two years now Alastair had searched, seeking out the family he had helped to hide so long ago. But the trail was ancient, and his quarry had long since perfected the skills he’d taught them.

      He had tracked them as far as Peakill before the line vanished. For all he knew, they were all gone. He prayed to Antonia it was not so.

      The wind died away and the chirp of crickets rose above the whisper of the trees. The fire popped as a log collapsed, scattering sparks across the ground. He watched them slowly dwindle to nothing and then looked up at the dark canopy. Through the branches, he glimpsed the brilliance of the full moon.

      Alastair gritted his teeth. She would come tonight. His hands shook as a sick dread rose in his throat. The world would feel the consequences of his failure.

      “Not yet, there is still time,” the soft whisper of a girl’s voice came from the shadows.

      Antonia walked from the trees. A veil of mist clung to her small frame, obscuring her features. But her violet eyes shone through the darkness, the firelight pale by comparison. Those eyes held such power, such resolve, that Alastair shrank before them. The scent of roses filled the grove, cleansing the smoky air as she strode towards him.

      “It doesn’t matter. They’re gone, and I’m not strong enough to continue. Find someone else to fight this battle, I’m done!” He lowered his gaze, unable to meet her eyes.

      “There is no one else. You were there at the beginning—now you must see it through to the end.” Her voice shook with anger. “Look at me, and tell me you would abandon everything we have worked for!”

      Alastair’s head jerked up. “I abandoned my family for your cause,” he ground out the words. “I have sacrificed everything for you! What more do you want? It’s over, they’re gone.”

      He stared at Antonia, expecting anger, scorn, disappointment. She smiled. “It’s not over, Alastair. There is still hope. Elynbrigge has found them.”

      The breath caught in Alastair’s throat as he stared at the Goddess. “Where?” he choked.

      Antonia laughed, the sound like raindrops dancing on water. “The trail was old, but they are alive and well in Chole. You will find them there. He will watch over them until you arrive.”

      Alastair leapt to his feet, scattering firewood into the flames. The blaze roared, leaping to devour the fresh meal. He ignored it. The fire be damned, they were alive!

      “Wait.” Antonia’s tone gave him pause. “First, you must go to Oaksville. There is someone there who needs you. When you find him, take him with you. Be quick; Archon won’t be far behind.”

      “Who is in Oaksville?” The town was close, but the detour would cost precious time.

      “Eric.”

      Before he could question her further, she was gone.

      For a long time, Alastair stood staring at the space where she had stood. Her words trickled through his thoughts, banishing his guilt, his anguish. In their place, a fragile spark of hope lit the darkness.

      He didn’t sleep that night. Instead, he mounted his horse and rode through the darkness, into the dawn. As the sun rose into the sky and drifted towards noon, he topped a rise and looked down on Oaksville.

      The town lay nestled in the crook of a valley. Sickly pillars of smoke curled up from behind its walls, obscuring the rooftops.

      Alastair kicked Elcano into a gallop.
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      A pillar of smoke rose from the burning house. Flames roared and heat scorched his eyes, but he could not look away. The blaze lit the night, chasing the stars from the sky.

      Amidst the fire, the silhouette of a boy appeared. He stumbled from the wreckage, clothes falling to ash around him. Sparks of lightning leapt from his fingertips, leaving scorch marks on the bricked street. Soot covered his slim face, marred only by a trail of tears streaking his cheeks. The wind caught his mop of dark brown hair, revealing the deep blue glow of his eyes.

      He wore an expression of absolute terror.

      “Help me!”

      Eric screamed as he tore himself from the dream. Gasping, he fumbled for his knife, fear rising to swamp his thoughts. The blade slid clear of his belt, and then tumbled through his hands. Diving forward, he caught it by the hilt and rolled to his feet.

      A wall of vegetation rose around him, hemming him in. The dark fingers of branches clawed at his clothing as he spun, scanning the clearing. But there was no one there.

      He was alone.

      His shoulders slumped as the last traces of the dream fell from him. He sucked in a breath, his heart still thudding hard in his chest. Returning the blade to his belt, he cast another glance around at his surroundings.

      The clearing was unchanged from the night before. The trees still stood in a silent ring, their leaves speckled with the red and gold of early autumn. Where the canopy thinned overhead he could make out touches of the blue sky, but below the dark of night still clung to the undergrowth.

      Eric shivered as goosebumps prickled his skin. Rubbing his arms, he wished for the thousandth time that he possessed more than a holey blanket and worn leather jacket to fend off the cold.

      Cursing, he stuffed the blanket into his bag with the rest of his measly possessions—dried meat, a waterskin, and a holey change of clothes. He wore the steel bracelet his parents had given to him as a child around his wrist. The familiar dream clung to him as he moved, the boy’s face lurking in the shadows. He knew that face. It was his own.

      Another shudder ran down his spine and he flung the bag over his shoulder with a little too much force. Pushing aside the dream, he pulled on his travel worn boots and brushed the leaves from his hair, determined to forget the bad omen. Just a little way through the forest was the Gods’ Road, and about a mile along its rutted surface was the town of Oaksville. There he planned to make a fresh start for himself. And Eric wasn’t about to let a bad dream stop him.

      Straightening, he squared his shoulders and started off through the trees. Excitement quickened his pace—this was it. Today he would end his self-imposed exile. In the two years since his fifteenth birthday, he had wandered alone through the forests and plains of Plorsea. In all that time, he had kept his own company, speaking only occasionally to strangers he encountered on the road.

      The isolation had very nearly driven him insane.

      He paused at the edge of the Gods’ Road and crouched in the shadows. Looking left and right, he waited, checking for signs of movement. Even in daylight, the wilderness was not safe for a lone traveller. Just the day before he had been forced to hide as a troupe of Baronian raiders rode past.

      Once such a sight would have been rare anywhere in the Three Nations. But lately the nomadic bandits had grown bold, pushing closer and closer to major establishments such as Oaksville. The king had sent soldiers to dispatch them, but so far all efforts to apprehend the Baronians had been unsuccessful.

      A minute passed, and satisfied he was alone, Eric straightened and turned west along the Gods’ Road. Before long, the trees either side of the path began to thin, giving way to the grassy steeps of a valley.

      Squinting into the rising sun, Eric strained for his first glimpse of the town. A layer of fog clung to the slopes, but it was quickly fading in the rising sun. Buildings began to take shape—wooden houses with tall smoking chimneys, the three-pronged spire of a temple, a crumbling castle amidst the slate roofs, the old stone walls ringing the town.

      Eric’s spirit soared at the sight. Then the first gust of wind reached him on the hilltop, carrying with it the clang of hammers and clip-clop of hooves. His nose wrinkled at the tang of smoke. The image of a burning house flickered into his mind.

      He paused mid-stride, and a voice hissed in his mind.

      Go back!

      Ice trickled down Eric’s back. His knees shook, and his heart pounded like a runaway wagon on a cobbled street. He gripped his fists tight against his side as his vision swam.

      What if I’m not ready?

      Turning his head, Eric looked back up the hill. The long grass rippled in the wind, the trees beyond shadowing its movement. He felt a sudden yearning to return to them, to escape the rush of civilisation waiting below. But in his heart, he knew the forest had nothing left to offer him. It could not give him friendship, nor the comfort of human touch.

      You’re ready—nothing has happened in months.

      Eric drew in a lungful of air and faced the town. Taking another step, his chest constricted as the terror returned. But this time, Eric held his nerve, and step-by-step, he made his way down the valley.

      He looked up as the outer wall loomed, its great stone blocks casting the path into shadow. Ahead, a gaping hole in the stonework swallowed the road whole. A guard stood to either side of the gates, dressed in the chainmail and crimson tunics of the Plorsean reserve. Each held a steel-tipped spear loosely at their sides. The one on the right spared Eric a glance as he passed by, then returned his eyes to the road.

      Eric passed between the open gates and into the darkness of the tunnel. Moss covered the giant slabs of rock, while iron grates peered down from the ceiling, once used to pour burning oil on invaders who breached the outer gates. These walls dated back to darker times, before peace had come to the Three Nations.

      Taking a breath, Eric continued, until he finally stepped from the tunnel, back into the sunlight…

      …and found himself on the edge of a bustling marketplace. The gateway opened onto a tiny square where people rushed to and fro, ducking between the vendors and patrons that packed the space. Bearded men thrust silver fish into the faces of passers-by, while others waved loaves of bread above their heads as they cried out their prices. Coal braziers burned in the corners, filling the air with the scent of smoke and roasting meat.

      Eric staggered back as the buzz of a hundred voices assaulted his ears. Dust swept up from the cobbles, catching in his throat, and coughing he turned to retreat into the haven of the tunnel. As he moved, his feet tripped on the uneven ground, and he crashed down on the stones. Light flashed across his eyes as his head struck.

      Groaning, he found himself flat on his back, ears ringing as his vision spun.

      A face appeared overhead. “Careful there, mate.” The man offered a hand. Eric recognised the western twang of a Trolan accent.

      His arm shaking, Eric took the man’s hand. He staggered as the stranger hauled him to his feet, and felt a steadying arm on his shoulder.

      “Looked like a nasty fall,” the Trolan offered. “You okay?”

      The man wore a dark brown cloak and towered over Eric’s five feet and seven inches. A matted beard and moustache covered his chin, while a broad smile detracted somewhat from the twisted lump that served him for a nose. Brown eyes looked down at Eric from beneath bushy eyebrows. Silver streaked his black hair.

      Eric nodded.  “Don’t know what happened,” he stuttered. “I was just...overwhelmed.”

      “Country boy then?” The man unleashed a booming laugh. “Remember my first time in a town like this. They stole every penny I had. Not the pickpockets, mind you, those crooked merchants! Bought a dagger that snapped the first time I dropped it. Prey on the weak, these townsmen. Don’t you worry, mate, us country folk look after our own. The name’s Pyrros Gray, what can I do for you?”

      Eric managed a smile. The man reminded him of the warm manner of people in his village. “My name’s Eric. Is there some place quiet I could sit, just for a while? My head is spinning.”

      “Pleasure, Eric. I know a place—a tavern not far from here. Usually pretty quiet at this hour. Follow old Pyrros, we’ll have you there in no time.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Pyrros set off through the crowd. Eric quickly chased after him, suddenly afraid to be left alone in the press of bodies. His legs were unsteady beneath him and his head throbbed with every step, but gritting his teeth he pressed on after the Trolan.

      Halfway through the throng of bodies, a woman stepped between them and thrust a wet trout in his face. “Cheapest in town!” she yelled over the crowd.

      Shaking his head, Eric side-stepped the merchant.  She shouted after him, but he ignored her, his eyes scanning the crowd for Pyrros.

      “There you are, Eric! Thought I’d lost you!”

      Eric spun, and his shoulders sagged with relief as he found Pyrros beside him.

      Pyrros laughed as they started off again. “So what brought you to Oaksville, mate?”

      Eric shrugged. “I wanted a fresh start.”

      “Well, we’ll see what we can do ‘bout that. Come on, almost there.”

      Together they slipped into a narrow alleyway that twisted away from the marketplace. Tall brick walls hemmed them in on either side, casting the alley in shadow. The drone of the markets died off as they rounded the first corner. Rotting wood and discarded garbage lay heaped in piles, but someone had worn a trail between the mess.

      Eric wrinkled his nose as they passed a pile of decomposing fish heads. Stepping around it, he hesitated. “Are you sure this is the way?”

      Pyrros turned and grinned. “It’s a short cut. Away from the crowds, you know.”

      A chill breeze blew through the alley and the hairs on the back of Eric’s neck stood on end. He looked up and saw Pyrros grinning at him. But his face no longer seemed so friendly.

      Eric drew to a stop. Laughing, Pyrros turned back and placed his hands on his hips.

      “What’s the matter, Eric?”

      Eric shook his head as he retreated a step. Inwardly he cursed his stupidity, in allowing himself to be led away from the crowd. His skull gave another sharp throb. He gritted his teeth, struggling to concentrate.

      “I think I prefer the crowd to the garbage, thanks.” Eric swallowed as Pyrros’s eyes hardened.

      Quickly he turned away, preparing to flee. But two men now stood in the alley behind him, blocking his path. One held a wooden baton loosely in his hand, the other a heavy club. Both stood at least a foot taller than Eric. They were dressed in the plain clothes of villagers, but their smiles suggested darker intentions. They spread out across the alleyway, blocking Eric’s escape.

      “Don’t bother running, mate,” there was menace in Pyrros’s voice now. “Make this easier on yourself.”

      Eric half-turned, keeping the other men in sight. “What do you want?”

      Pyrros shrugged. “Trade’s hard with the Baronians ruling the wilderness. Not much work for an honest merchant.” He took a step towards Eric as he spoke, his boots crunching in the filth of the alleyway. “Smart man’s gotta change with the times.”

      Eric retreated, but that only narrowed the distance with the other men. “I don’t have any money.”

      Pyrros laughed. “Don’t want your money, mate.” He looked Eric up and down. “Young lad like you should fetch a good price in the Trolan mines.”

      Ice wrapped around Eric’s heart. “You’re a slaver.”

      He shot the man a look of pure disgust. Slavery had been forbidden in the Three Nations for centuries. Those who still practiced the trade were considered the scum of the land—and faced execution if they were caught.

      “Eric, how could you accuse old Pyrros of such a thing?” Pyrros placed a hand on his chest in mock hurt. “I just keep my eyes open, is all. Help spot the misfortunate in need of a bit of work.” His voice hardened. “The ones no one will miss. Marked you the second you walked through the gates. Looked like a lost little foal, standing there in the square.”

      Eric clenched his fists. “My parents are coming later. They’ll look for me–”

      A burst of laughter cut him off. The men behind him were creeping closer. Eric shrank back from them, his eyes flickering back and forth as he weighed up his options. His heart raced and blood pounded painfully in his skull.

      This cannot be happening!

      Scratching his beard, Pyrros casually took another step. “The Baronians will introduce you to that new life you were looking for, mate. Give it up.”

      Eric’s shoulders slumped, and bowing his head, he stepped towards Pyrros. The man grinned and reached for him, but at the last second Eric spun and leapt at the man with the club. As he moved he drew the knife from his belt, but the man was ready for that. Grinning, the thug lifted his weapon.

      Shifting on his heel, Eric twisted again and dove for the gap between the Baronians.

      He almost made it.

      The breath exploded between Eric’s teeth as the club caught him in the chest and hurled him backwards. The dagger slipped from his fingers as his strength fled. Choking, he slumped to his knees, before another blow sent him tumbling backwards.

      Fury flared in his chest as the Baronians entered his vision, broad grins darkening their faces. Overhead, thunder clapped, and raindrops began to fall.

      Footsteps came from nearby. Pyrros appeared, a frown on his rugged face. “You disappoint me, Eric. I took you for a quick learner.”

      Lifting his boot, Pyrros slammed it into Eric’s ribs. Agony tore through Eric’s chest as he rolled onto his side, eyes watering as he gasped for air. But another blow caught him in the stomach and hurled him back.

      Eric gritted his teeth, the embers of his fury taking light, flaring in the darkness of his mind.

      “Stupid boy.” Now the rain was bucketing down, filling the alleyway, soaking through the clothes of his attackers. Pyrros’ boot lashed out again, leaving fresh bruises wherever it fell.

      Eric curled into a ball as the assault continued. He shrieked with the pain of each blow, fear and rage battling within.

      Then red flashed across his vision, and something snapped inside of him. A terrible light exploded through his mind, slipping from the deepest recesses of his consciousness. Its power swept through him, washing away all thought, all sensation. He no longer felt the blows of his attackers, or the rain, or the dirt beneath his fingers. All that remained was an all-consuming hate, a need to lash out.

      A tormented scream echoed through the alleyway as the last barrier in his mind shattered.

      Eric opened his eyes. Blue light lit the stone walls around him, freezing the men in its glare. He watched the rage in Pyrros’s eyes turn to terror, saw the Baronians glance up, smelt the burning as it came.

      Heard the boom as the lightning struck.

      The men vanished into the blue light, their screams cut short by the roar of thunder. There was no chance to escape. One second the three were standing there, the next the lightning had consumed them.

      But it did not stop there.

      With a deafening crack, the sky tore asunder, unleashing the lightning hidden behind the black clouds.

      Screams rose over the thunder, as destruction came upon on the defenceless village. Splinters of wood and stone filled the air as the blue fire tore entire buildings apart.

      Eric struggled to his feet. His anger had vanished, his hatred spent. He stumbled towards the marketplace, mouth agape, horror clutching at his soul.

      No, no, no, this cannot be happening—not again!

      He watched as the lightning rained down, burning a deadly trail through the marketplace. Booths exploded before its wrath, staining the air with smoke and debris. Dozens had already fallen, their clothes blackened and crumbling, their bodies broken. Gusts of wind swirled through the square, picking up rubble and tearing roofs from buildings. The rain streamed down, but even that could not wash away the stench of the burning.

      Eric stumbled through the chaos, powerless to save his hapless victims. Falling to his knees, he watched the destruction through the haze of his tears. Lightning struck his frail body, but he felt nothing. Bolts of energy danced along his skin, raising goosebumps wherever they touched. Yet he remained unharmed.

      Why?

      When the thunder finally died away, a devastating silence spread over the square. Eric’s gaze swept the wreckage, taking in the burnt beams and canvas. Not a stall was left standing, and the flames were already beginning to spread. Bodies lay scattered amidst the ruin, half-buried by the rubble.

      This is my doing.

      Movement came from his right. He looked across as a man struggled to his feet. Their eyes met, and the man’s eyes widened with horror. Looking down, Eric saw that lightning still played across his chest and arms. He closed his eyes, unable to face the guilt, the accusations.

      Noise came from elsewhere now, as more survivors rose to view the shattered remains of their lives—and see the boy with lightning dancing on his skin.

      Eric stared back, his heart heavy. He had to say something, to explain, but he could not find the words. His body ached and his muscles burned but he struggled to his feet. He swayed as blood rushed to his head. Then, determined, he opened his mouth to speak.

      “Demon!”

      Eric froze as a man drew a dagger from his belt and started towards him. Others quickly rose to join the man, tearing makeshift clubs from the rubble as they went. Their faces hardened to grim masks, and the angry buzz of voices filled the square.

      Fear caught in Eric’s throat as he stumbled backwards. He searched again for the words of explanation, to tell them about his curse, that it had not been his fault.

      Because in his heart, he knew it would be a lie.

      He had prayed the curse had lifted, that he might finally be free. But deep down, he had known the truth, the danger he posed to everyone around him.

      A weight settled on his shoulders as he realised he could run no longer. This was his doing; he needed to accept responsibility, to finally put an end to the darkness inside of him.

      The villagers hesitated as they neared him, fear giving them pause. Burns marked their skin and clothing, but hatred burned in their eyes, fuelled by the horrors they had witnessed.

      Trembling, Eric stared at the makeshift blades and cudgels. His heart raced and he clenched his fists, struggling to ignore the hollow in the pit of his stomach. His ribs ached where the clubs had struck earlier, and the bruises were already beginning to swell on his arms and legs. He shuddered at the thought of the pain still to come.

      Cautiously, the survivors edged closer, numbers fuelling their courage.

      Eric backed away, his nerve fading with each step. The villagers increased their pace, sensing their prey’s fear. He stumbled backwards over the rubble, unable to tear his eyes from the crowd, and crashed to the ground. The shock lifted the spell.

      Scrabbling to his feet, Eric ran for his life.
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      Eric sprinted down the burning streets. The roar of angry voices chased after him, driving him through the downpour. Dodging past the wreckage of shattered homes, he squinted through the rain, seeking out a path. Wind whipped across his face, slicing through his waterlogged jacket and sending icy drips down his spine.

      His eyes watered as clouds of acrid smoke drifted across his path. Lifeless bodies lay amidst the pooling water, thick droplets of rain splattering around them.

      Eric ran on. Soot clung to him, mixing with the rain, turning his skin black. He passed a hand through his filthy hair, struggling to think, to find a way through the chaos. His legs trembled, and he sucked in great, shuddering mouthfuls of air. He was at the end of his endurance.

      The glow of approaching torches flickered in the lengthening shadows. The day was dying, and Eric could only pray the darkness would come soon. He drove himself on, the freezing wind buffeting him, his footsteps splattering in the flooded streets. Water filled his boots and his leggings squelched with every stride.

      A shout came from behind, followed by the clang of a crossbow. Eric ducked as a steel bolt struck the wall a few feet to his right. Glancing back, he saw a crowd racing down the street and ducked into an alley before the bowman could fire again.

      Why?

      The thought chased itself around his head. He scrambled through the alley, scarcely able to see in the shadows. A jagged piece of steel tore his arm, but he ran on.

      He burst back into the open streets. The sun had finally set, leaving only the dying flames to light his way. They cast the world into a realm of shadows.

      Curses came from behind, and Eric glanced back in time to see the first of his hunters emerge into the street. They held flaming torches high above their heads, casting back the shadows, exposing their gaunt faces to the light.

      Weaving through the rubble-strewn street, Eric listened for the tell-tale whistle of arrows. Water flicked up in his wake, shining in the fire’s light. An arrow shrieked past his shoulder, raising goosebumps as it went.

      He glanced back without breaking stride, and saw a man with a crossbow hurriedly winding his weapon. The clack of its springs echoed down the street, before the smoke closed in, hiding them from view.

      Turning, Eric ran on through a world twisted by his destruction.
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        * * *

      

      The darkness was finally complete, the last flames snuffed out by the blanket of night. The rain had ceased and the clouds parted to reveal the star-studded sky. The moon had yet to show its face, yet to cast its pale glow on the devastation below.

      Eric huddled amongst the ruins of an old building, listening carefully for footsteps in the street outside. A chill breeze drifted through the hole in the wall, sending a violent shiver through his rain-drenched body. His teeth chattered, but he clenched them tight, terrified they might give him away.

      Finally he allowed himself to breathe, satisfied for the moment he was safe. He sat back on his haunches, and his hand brushed against something soft and yielding. Glancing down, he saw the glassy eyes of a dead man staring back at him. Terrible burns blackened the man’s face and clothing, and where the flames had not reached, his skin was a pallid grey.

      Stomach wrenching, Eric threw himself back from the body. His gut heaved, and bending in two, he emptied the pitiful contents of his stomach onto the cracked floor.

      When there was nothing left to throw up, Eric sat and held his face in his hands. His throat burned and anxiety gnawed at his chest. Silently he returned to his spy hole and peered outside to check if anyone had noticed the commotion.

      Through the cracks in the walls, he watched the full moon rise slowly into the sky. It’s cool light offered no warmth, yet the sight still gave him comfort.

      Eric froze as the soft crunch of a footstep on gravel carried from the street outside. Another followed, barely audible over the thudding of his heart.

      Swallowing hard, he tried to dislodge the lump in his throat. He peered out into the street and saw the silhouette of a man moving through the shadows.

      A brown cloak billowed in the wind, revealing the gold embossed hilt of a short sword strapped to the man’s waist. Moving faster, he emerged from the shadows, seeming to make straight for Eric’s hiding place. Silver lines of thread embroidered his clothing, weaving intangible patterns down his arms and legs. A grey hood obscured his face, but Eric could feel his eyes as they searched the wreckage.

      Crouched in his hiding place, Eric hardly dared to breathe. Muscles tensed, he told himself he was safe, hidden by the shadows. But still the man came closer.

      “Come out,” the man said suddenly, his voice old and rasping. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

      Pulling back his hood, the man revealed long grey hair and a clean-shaven chin. His lips curled into a frown as his piercing green eyes searched the shadows where Eric hid.

      Staring into those eyes, Eric found himself trapped in the heat of the man’s glare. Time seemed to slow, and for a moment Eric felt as though his mind must be an open book, as though those eyes could see straight to his very soul. Shame welled within him, the crushing weight of his guilt threatening to overwhelm.

      Then the old man blinked, and Eric shuddered as the spell broke. He sank to his knees, staring at the muddy ground as the crunch of footsteps drew to a stop beside him. Exhaustion curled its way through his limbs, and he closed his eyes in listless surrender.

      But nothing happened. A long silence stretched out, before he finally looked back up. “What are you waiting for?” he spoke through gritted teeth. “Just do it.”

      The emerald eyes stared down at him, but the old man made no move to draw his sword. Anger flickered in Eric’s chest as he straightened, giving him strength.

      “What do you want?” he growled.

      The old man blinked again. “To help you.”

      Eric stared at the old man, struggling to find the words to respond.

      “To help me?” he said at last. He threw out his arms, gesturing at the wreckage. “Why would you want to help me? Can’t you see what I’ve done, what I create? Only a demon would want to help someone like me.”

      The man’s eyes hardened. “I am no demon, boy. I am just a man. But I am the only chance you have of controlling that power inside you.”

      Slowly, Eric pulled himself to his feet, until he stood in front of the man. “Who are you?” he whispered.

      “My name is Alastair. And I suggest you come with me, now, before the others find us.”

      Alastair.

      The name had a familiar ring—where had he heard it before? Regardless, he was not prepared to trust again so easily—not after what had happened in the marketplace.

      He stood his ground as the man started to turn away. “Why should I trust you, Alastair?”

      Alastair glanced back, a frown tugging at his lips. Then he shrugged. “You probably shouldn’t.” Reaching down, he drew his sword from its sheath and flicked it into the air. Catching it by the blade, he offered it hilt-first to Eric. “You hold onto this for now, if it makes you feel safer. You can give it back once I’ve earned your trust.”

      Eric stared at the blade for a second, before reaching out to accept the old man’s offer. Alastair nodded as the sword left his hand, and then stepped from the crumbled building back out into the street. Eric followed, doing his best to avoid the debris strewn across the cobbles.

      Ahead, Alastair slipped off the road and into an alleyway. Eric followed close on his heels, the sword clutched close to his body. He had never used one before, and the weapon felt awkward in his hands.

      The old man moved on, drawing Eric deeper into the gloom. Silently he cursed his naivety, allowing himself to be led into another alley, and he gripped the blade tighter.

      But Alastair did not look back, and glancing around, Eric realised with a shiver the buildings to either side of them had collapsed. The heavy stone walls had remained intact, but now they leaned outwards into the alley, forming an unstable roof above their heads. Moonlight flooded through cracks in the stone, lighting the way ahead.

      Eric swallowed at the thought of all that stone and wood perched preciously above. But the time for doubt had long since passed. Silently he followed the silver streaks of Alastair’s cloak through the gloom, taking reassurance from the man’s seeming indifference to the danger.

      As they neared the end of the alleyway, Alastair came to a sudden stop. Eric froze, holding his breath as he listened for signs of movement.

      A shuffling sound came from the shadows as a dark figure stepped into a column of moonlight. Brown eyes flickered with recognition as they fell on Eric.

      “You,” a voice hissed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Gabriel crouched in the shadows, head bowed, waiting for the end to come. Grief wrapped around his heart, its thorny tendrils tearing at his soul, its agony far worse than the dull ache of his battered body.

      The night’s chill had long since seeped through his rain-soaked clothes, and he could feel his life fading away. He welcomed it with open arms. At least in death he would be free of the pain, would be reunited with those he had lost.

      How did this happen?

      Just this morning he had been happy, celebrating his engagement to the girl of his dreams. He had been sitting around the table with his parents, enjoying a simple breakfast of oats and fruit, grinning at the glow in his fiancée’s eyes. His father had been teasing him about Margaret staying the night, but they were to be married, and nothing could dent his joy.

      How wrong he had been.

      Before beginning work with his father in the family forge, Gabriel had headed down the road with the horseshoes they had completed for a client the night before. But only a block from home, everything had changed.

      There had been no warning, just a flash of light and a clap of thunder. Then death had come raining from the sky. There was no defence, nowhere to run or hide. Lightning danced through the streets, consuming all it touched, indiscriminate in its victims.

      When the storm had finally passed, Gabriel had found himself standing alone amidst the ruin. As others began to pull themselves from the rubble, he had turned and stumbled towards his house, his dread growing with every step.

      It had taken him a moment to find his home amidst the ruins of his street. The two-storey villa was gone—all that remained were the broken walls and scattered roofing tiles. Flames flickered amidst the rubble, already beginning to grow.

      Plunging into the debris, Gabriel had screamed for his fiancée, for his father and mother, desperate for a response.

      He had found them in the back, where they must have gathered to wait out the storm. Tears streamed down Gabriel’s cheeks as he collapsed to his knees and reached for the beam that had impaled his father’s body. His mother lay next to him, her neck bent at an awful angle. Their empty eyes stared up at him, frozen in terror.

      Then a moan had carried to his ears, and Gabriel stumbled forward, searching desperately for the source.

      He had found Margaret close to his parents, buried under heavy bricks, her loving face the only part of her left exposed. Her eyes flickered open as Gabriel crouched beside her.

      “Gabriel,” a trickle of blood ran from her mouth as she spoke.

      “I’m here, Margaret, it’s okay. You’re going to be okay,” he whispered.

      But his words were a lie. Kneeling beside her, Gabriel could not ignore the horror of her injuries. The collapsing wall had crushed her chest. It would not be long.

      He stroked her hair, whispering soft comforts as her eyes flickered closed. Her breathing grew shallow, each inhalation harsh and gurgling, and then with a long sigh, she was gone.

      Heart breaking, Gabriel had buried his head in his arms, and sobbed for the love he’d lost. When he finally stood, he did not pause to look around, but strode from the ruin, desperate to escape, to flee the ruins of his life.

      Outside, he had encountered other survivors, and learnt of the boy who danced with lightning, of the demon who had brought this curse down upon Oaksville. Filled with rage, with a need to lash out, Gabriel had joined the mob in their hunt.

      Yet while the gates were sealed, their prey had vanished. Exhaustion quickly quenched his anger, and without it, grief returned to drown him. As night approached, despair took hold, and with the last of his strength, Gabriel had dragged himself into an alleyway. He could see the cracks riddling the stone walls, knew it would not be long before they crumbled. Closing his eyes, he had settled in to wait.

      Now though, he could hear the scrape of boots as someone approached through the darkness. Irritated by the intrusion on his grief, he lifted his head, staring into the shadows. His breath stilled as two figures stepped into view.

      An old man came first, his greying hair shining silver in the moonlight. But it was the boy who followed that drew Gabriel’s attention. A mop of dark brown hair hung across his face, but beneath he could see the bright blue glow of his eyes.

      The same eyes the townsfolk had whispered of.

      The eyes of the demon.

      Mud and ash covered the boy’s clothes, and he held a short sword gripped tightly in one hand. Holes in his tunic revealed his pale flesh beneath. Cuts and grazes marked his skin, but there were no burns, no blisters.

      Taking a breath, Gabriel summoned the last of his strength and stood. “You!”
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      Eric retreated as the stranger advanced on him. Alastair stepped between them, but he was dwarfed by the young man. Rage blazed in his brown eyes, creasing his forehead as stared down at Alastair.

      But the old man did not back down. “Step aside, boy.”

      The stranger shook his head. “They’re all gone, all dead because of him,” he ground out the words. “Why? What did they ever do to you?”

      When Eric didn’t respond, the stranger took another step. Eric shrank before the accusation in the man’s eyes, the terror in his chest swelling with every breath. He licked his cracked lips, his mouth as dry as sand.

      Alastair threw out an arm to block the man’s path. “Stop,” he ordered.

      The stranger blinked, gaze flickering to Alastair. “You protect him?” he gasped.

      Alastair stared him down. “What is your name?” he ignored the question.

      “Gabriel,” the young man swallowed as his eyes met Alastair’s. Suddenly he looked uncertain, but taking a breath, he steadied. “I won’t let him escape. Out of my way, old man.”

      The man’s shoulders tensed as he tried to push past Alastair, but the old man shifted to block him again.

      “Last chance, old man,” Gabriel snarled. “I won’t ask again.”

      But still Alastair did not move. Gabriel swore and clenched his fists, then without warning, he launched himself at the old man. Eric gripped the sword tighter, preparing to leap to Alastair’s aid.

      But Alastair was faster. Turning on his heel, he sidestepped Gabriel’s headlong rush. The boy gave a yelp as Alastair’s hands shot out to catch him by his coat. Using the momentum of Gabriel’s charge, the old man twisted, and sent his would-be-attacker headfirst into the brick wall.

      There was a harsh crunch as Gabriel struck, followed by silence as he collapsed to the ground.

      Eric’s mouth fell open as he stared at the unconscious man. Then he looked at Alastair, struggling to hide his shock.

      How did he move so fast?

      “Come, Eric,” Alastair said as he stepped past Gabriel. “There’s not much time before day break.”

      Glancing at the comatose Gabriel, Eric nodded and moved after the old man.

      A few seconds later they emerged into an empty street. Eric was surprised to find the town walls towering above, a silent shadow against the night sky. Beyond, the moon had finally taken its place amongst the stars.

      Alastair took the lead again, crossing the street and picking his way through the rubble of an old building, until they reached the foot of the town walls.

      Eric shivered as he stared at the giant stone blocks. They stretched up some thirty feet, their surface worn smooth by the passage of time. The ramparts of this wall had overlooked Oaksville for centuries, dating all the way back to the Great War. In all that time, they had stood strong against the dangers without.

      That is, until today.

      A knotted rope trailed down from high above, flapping in the night’s breeze. Alastair took the rope in one hand and held it out to Eric.

      “The gates were barred when I reached the city, I was forced to improvise my arrival. You go first, but wait at the top for me. There’s another rope on the other side of the ramparts. If you hear a guard, whistle, but most of them are busy elsewhere.”

      Eric shivered, the strength fleeing his legs. His heart raced as the sickly taste of fear choked him.

      He was terrified of heights.

      But he was out of options. Hands shaking, he slipped Alastair’s short sword into his belt and gripped the rope in both hands.

      You can do this, he repeated the words to himself like a mantra.

      A cold sweat beaded his brow as he started to climb. Going hand over hand, he made his slow way up, planting the toes of his boots in the shallow cracks he found between the stones.

      For the first few steps, the going was relatively easy. But as he drew higher, the stones became worn, the cracks between them finer, and his old boots struggled to maintain their grip.

      When he was twenty feet up, they finally slipped on the slick surface. Eric screamed and grasped desperately at the rope as his body slammed sidelong into the stones. The coarse fibres cut into his hands, but somehow, he held on.

      By the time his feet found fresh purchase, his arms were trembling with the exertion. Chest heaving, he scrambled up the last ten feet and swung himself over the crenulations. In those final moments, he didn’t care whether a guard waited, only that he escape the yawning chasm beneath.

      Gasping for breath, Eric slumped against the crenulations and waited for Alastair. He could hardly believe he’d made it. Moments later he heard the thud of boots on stone, and looked up as Alastair alighted beside him.

      The old man grinned when he saw Eric slouched against the ramparts. “I’ll go down first. You look like you could use a breather.”

      With that he crossed to the other side, reached between the crenulations, pulled up a rope, and vanished over the side.

      Pulling himself back to his feet, Eric turned to gaze back to the town. Oaksville stretched out below, its dim remnants cast in grey by the moonlight. Flames still burned in places, but the rain had tamed the worst of his inferno. The distant screams of the desperate and dying rose from the wreckage, and a cloud of smoke hung low over the town.

      With misty eyes, Eric turned away. This was far worse than he could ever have imagined. Oaksville would never recover from such a blow. He had been its doom. Thinking of the hundreds of shattered lives, he swore to himself he would find a way to make things right.

      Beside him, the rope went slack. Taking a long breath, he picked it up and leaned back over the side. Heart pounding in his chest, he summoned the last of his courage, and started down.

      His arms shook as he clung to the rope, his strength fading quickly now. He needed to reach the ground, and fast.

      Almost halfway down, a sudden gust of wind knocked him sideways, sending him crashing into the wall. He tasted the metallic tang of blood in his mouth and spat it out.

      Without thinking, Eric glanced down and saw the rope trailing away beneath him, the ground far below. His vision swam, and ice swelled in his chest. Suddenly he could not breathe, could not move, his whole body paralysed with terror.

      The gale seemed to materialise from nowhere, tearing suddenly at his wet clothing, kissed with the icy chill of the far north. The temperature plummeted and Eric’s teeth began to chatter. Shivering, he clung to the rope, his only lifeline amidst the storm.

      Heart pounding, Eric struggled to beat back his fear. But as he watched, the rain-soaked stones started to glisten, the freezing wind turning the water to ice.

      “No…” Eric whispered.

      He closed his eyes, his breath coming in raged gasps. He could sense the strength in his fingers fading, sucked away by the cold and his exhaustion. His boots slid from the wall, unable to find purchase on the slick ice, leaving only his tenuous hold on the rope keeping him aloft.

      His fingers went numb as the wind howled again, drawing the last heat from his trembling body. His eyes watered, the tears freezing on his cheeks as he fought to hold on.

      But it was impossible. Bit by bit the feeling in his fingers faded away, until as if by a will of their own, they released his last hold on life.

      Eric fell away into darkness.
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      Gabriel lay in the mud, his will broken, his last hope of avenging his family wasted. Despair wrapped its cold fingers around his heart. Sprawled in the filth of the alleyway, he couldn’t even summon the will to sit up.

      Gabriel.

      He closed his eyes as the voice whispered in his mind, pervasive, insistent. It had drawn him from the darkness of oblivion, returning him to the agony of life.

      But all he wanted now was the sweet relief of death.

      Not yet.

      Gabriel shivered as the voice came again. Overhead, a low groan came from the bricks. Opening his eyes, he looked up at the broken walls, at the cracks threading across their surface. He lay motionless, breath held, waiting for it all to come crashing down.

      Coward.

      There was an accusation to the voice now, and anger flickered in his chest.

      “I am not a coward,” he growled to the empty alleyway.

      Prove it.

      Gabriel closed his eyes, trying to push away the whispers. But now he saw again the boy and his protector, the old man who had felled him so easily. His hand trailed up to his forehead, feeling the sticky wetness of the gash where he had struck the wall.

      Rage and hate swelled in his chest, pushing aside the despair. How could he rest in peace now, knowing he had allowed the boy to escape? Knowing his family’s killer walked free?

      Get up.

      Placing his hands beneath him, Gabriel staggered to his feet. A groan came from the bricks above, and stones came rattling down. Dust stained the air, filling his lungs. Turning, he strode down the alleyway, out into open air.

      As he stepped onto the street, a roar came from behind him, followed by a whoosh of air as the bricks crashed down.

      But Gabriel no longer cared. There was only one thought in his mind now, one all-consuming desire.

      Kill the demon.
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      “Come closer, let me see your face.” The voice snaked its way through the cracks in Eric’s consciousness.

      Something within him shrank from it, fighting against the darkness creeping through his mind.

      “Do not be afraid. You have a gift. Let me show it to you…”

      Cracks spread through his mind, his defences crumbling before the darkness. The silhouette of a face began to form.

      “Ahhh.” The voice let out a long sigh. “I can almost see you now, my child. Almost…” The voice was eager, touched by greed.

      Alarms sound through Eric’s mind and his instincts screamed for him to flee. With a wrench, he tore himself free.

      An ungodly wail echoed through the darkness. Then light flashed through the shadows, and the dream ended.

      “No!” Eric screamed.

      Gasping for air, he sat bolt upright and looked around. The forest stretched out around him, and for a second he struggled to remember how he’d come to be there. Then it all came rushing back—Oaksville, the Baronians, the storm, the fall.

      Eric quickly patted himself down, unable to understand how he’d survived unharmed.

      He jumped as a dry, rasping chuckle carried across the leaflitter. Looking around, he found the old man seated on a log behind him. He held his short sword in one hand and was slowly sliding a whetstone down its blade. The whisper of stone against steel carried across the clearing.

      “Awake at last,” he said.

      Taking slow, measured movements, Eric pulled himself up and turned to look at the old man. He frowned, struggling to recall his name. The cold ashes of a fire lay between them, and through the treetops Eric could just make out the rising sun.

      “Alastair,” he said at last, his eyes drawn inexorably to the sword. “Where am I? What happened?”

      The laughter came again. “You fell.” He smiled. “Luckily, I caught you.”

      Eric shook his head, his frown deepening. “Caught me? That must have been twenty feet…”

      “Guess I’m stronger than I look.” At that, he slapped his knees and stood. “How are you feeling? I must have carried you at least a mile last night. I’d rather not repeat the experience.”

      Eric shivered, remembering his bone-numbing weariness from the night before. Placing his hands against the damp ground, he pushed himself to his feet, stumbling slightly as he straightened.

      “I’m alright,” he said hesitantly, swaying. His eyes narrowed. “Why did you help me, Alastair?”

      The old man only waved a hand. Sheathing his sword, he picked up a few items off the ground and then looked back at Eric. “Because you needed help. Now, we’d better get moving. It won’t be long before the townsfolk realise you’ve slipped through their noose. At least a few are bound to come after you.”

      Eric clenched his fists at that, fresh guilt welling in his throat. “Maybe I should let them catch me,” he whispered. Biting back tears, he looked at Alastair. “After what I did, I deserve it.”

      Alastair stilled. “Maybe,” he mused, his face hard. “But what happened was an accident, and martyring yourself won’t bring those people back. It won’t rebuild their houses or restore their livelihoods.”

      “Then what do you propose I do?” Eric replied bitterly. “Destruction follows me wherever I go.”

      “That’s what you need to change.” Alastair’s eyes found him across the clearing. “Maybe I can help you with that.”

      Eric’s words caught in his throat. He stared at the old man. “What do you mean?” he managed finally.

      Alastair only smiled. Waving a hand, he turned towards the trees. “Later. For now, we need to get well clear of Oaksville. Come.”

      The old man started off into the trees without looking back. After a moment’s hesitation, Eric shook his head and moved after him. If he’d carried Eric half the night, it didn’t seem likely the old man would betray him now.

      They moved quickly through the forest, the old man setting a pace that even Eric struggled to keep up with. He found himself wondering at the man’s age—from the wrinkled face, Erik had guessed him to be at least seventy years of age, yet Alastair moved with the agility of a far younger man. And he’d managed to overpower Gabriel in the alleyway, despite the villager having an extra foot on him.

      The trees pressed in around them as they moved, the earth turning to mud beneath their feet. The scent of fresh rain hung heavy on the air, and the first calls of the morning chorus carried through the forest, lifting the last traces of sleep from Eric’s mind. He caught a flash of red in the canopy, and looked up to see a gang of Parakeets hopping through the trees.

      Settling into the rhythm of the trek, he allowed his mind to wander. He turned Alastair’s words over in his mind, pondering their meaning. How could the old man help him? He could not begin to imagine controlling the power inside him. When it rose, it came like a flood, sweeping away all thought of resistance. There was no standing against it.

      They were moving downhill now, and Eric struggled to keep his feet on the muddy ground. He grasped at seedlings and low hanging branches as he moved, careful to control his descent, even as Alastair pulled ahead. Eric tried to pick up the pace, but suddenly his feet slipped out from beneath him. Landing flat on his back, he slid the rest of the way down the slope, finally coming to rest in a muddy heap at the bottom.

      Groaning, he picked himself up and tried to wipe the dirt from his clothes. He turned as laughter carried through the trees. Alastair stood nearby, hands on his hips and a wry grin twisting his lips.

      “That was graceful,” he remarked.

      Eric spat dirt from his mouth and shook his head. “Where are we going?”

      “The Gods’ road, if it’s safe,” Alastair replied as he started off again, “but we won’t have to walk much farther. I left my horses...ah, here we are.”

      Alastair drew to a sudden stop and gave a short, sharp whistle. Movement came from the trees as two horses moved from the shadows. The first stood over sixteen hands tall with a glistening coat of midnight black. A silver streak marked its brow, and a worn leather saddle was slung loosely over its back. Muscles rippled along its powerful frame as it wandered over to Alastair and nuzzled at his shoulder.

      The second horse was smaller, with a chestnut coat and blue eyes that stared at Eric with a strange intelligence. It wore a thin leather saddle and carried four saddlebags. Wandering across to Eric, it gave a loud snort and shook its head.

      “His name is Briar,” Alastair called across to Eric. “And this beauty is Elcano.”

      Reaching down, Alastair quickly tightened the straps of Elcano’s saddle before moving across to do the same for Briar’s. “I didn’t think I’d be gone so long,” he spoke as he readied the horses. “In fact, from what I’d seen, I thought my visit would be quick. You’re quite the elusive quarry, Eric.”

      Eric frowned. “Why were you looking for me?” he tried to keep the frustration from his voice, but the old man’s stubborn silence was already growing old.

      Beside him, Alastair gave Briar a pat on the neck and straightened. “A friend sent me. I wasn’t sure why, until I saw what had happened,” he sighed. “I’m sorry I didn’t arrive in time. And I promise you, all your questions will be answered soon. But right now, we need to move. The higher the sun gets, the more likely they are to come looking for you. Do you know how to ride?”

      Swallowing, Eric shook his head. Lips pursed, he eyed Briar. The horse may have been small beside Elcano, but his bulk still dwarfed Eric. Trying not to look intimidated, Eric reached out and ran his hand along the horse’s mane.

      “I’ve ridden one once or twice,” he offered.

      Alastair’s lips twitched. “Very well. A quick lesson will have to suffice. Come here, stand on Briar’s side.”

      Silently, Eric listened to Alastair’s instructions. He watched as the old man placed his foot in the stirrup and demonstrated how to swing himself into the saddle, before dismounting again. Nodding, he waved for Eric to copy him.

      Briar shifted on his hooves as Eric reached out and placed his hand on the saddle horn. Turning its head, the horse looked back at him and nickered. Eric forced a smile and gave Briar a reassuring pat.

      “Place the toes of your left boot into the stirrup, hold onto the saddle horn, and then try swinging yourself up,” Alastair offered from beside him.

      Nodding, Eric did as he was told. Pushing himself off the ground, he tried to swing his other leg over the saddle. Halfway through the manoeuvre he lost his balance, but as he started to fall backwards Alastair gave him a quick shove. He tumbled forward, inhaling a mouthful of horsehair in the process, before settling into the saddle.

      Eyes watering, he straightened and looked down at Alastair. “I think I’ll stay up here. I’d rather not try that again just now.”

      “Agreed,” Alastair chuckled. He moved across to Elcano and swung himself into the saddle in one fluid movement.

      Eric shifted uncomfortably, trying to find his balance as Alastair continued his instruction. “Now, hold the reins in one hand, like this.” He demonstrated. “Pull them gently in the direction you want Briar to go—not too hard mind you, or you’ll hurt his mouth. A gentle push with your heels will get him started, although he’s pretty good at just following Elcano. Pull back on the reins if you want him to stop. Ready?”

      “Ahhh,” Eric held the reins in his hand, still trying to put the directions together in his head. “What was the first part again?”

      “Just try not to fall off.” Alastair grinned.

      He gave another whistle, and Elcano turned and started off into the trees. Before Eric could attempt to follow Alastair’s directions, Briar moved off after the other horse, and suddenly it was
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