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Chapter One

Dustin
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There were very few things that frustrated Dustin, and books were not on that list. Not normally, that is. Particles of dust turned his sigh into a sneeze. The low burning candle wavered, threatening to plunge the windowless room into darkness. Might as well, thought Dustin.  He had read these same pages so many times that the words were blurring, and still they refused to divulge their secrets to him. Slamming the book shut made no difference. The words still shimmered on the back of his eyelids. Taunting him. 

Not to mention the candle, the small voice in his head chided. 

Not the one spilling wax onto the cold floors as it clung to its last few hours of life. The one Dustin had snuck out of the Master’s cupboard. The one with the virgin wick. Dustin picked it up, glowering at the wick, proof of his failure. Hours spent deciphering symbols, squinting at faded ink, inhaling stale air, and he could not even cast an elementary fire spell. Not even a spark. 

Not that his failure mattered to anybody. Even the Grand Master had scoffed when Dustin hinted his desire to decipher the mysteries of spell casting. Since he did his duties, and kept out of trouble, the masters let him proceed with what they considered folly. Dustin doubted they would grant any other apprentice the same opportunity. Then again, none of the other apprentices seem to irritate them as much. 

Dustin knew it had something to do with his questions. He could never get the knack of asking the right ones, never mind the poor timing. The Grand Master himself had used the words incessant and tenacious, to describe them. 

The Grand Master was responsible for choosing the apprentices. Boys, a stone’s throw from leaving boyhood. Boys from noble homes. Dustin had been younger than most. But it was not the Grand Master who had chosen him. When the Sisters of Sovereignty had presented Dustin, the Grand Master had wanted to turn them away, but the King of Dirth had a soft spot for the Sisters. And orphans. 

Likewise, it was the King who said he detected a curiosity and intelligence in the scrawny boy with wide dark eyes, obscured by unruly black hair, with skin a shade less pale than now. Besides feelings of awe and fear of the Masters fading over the years, little had changed. Well, his apprentice robes fit better, slightly. 

Dustin glanced at the melted wax, wondering how long he had been here and if he had missed lunch. There was no one else in the room to hear his belly rumble a reply.  

This floor held mainly books on magic, and old books no one thought would be needed or missed. He was the only one who ventured past the well-lit floors above, where the other apprentices read texts that made the Masters nod with approval. He did not mind, preferring the company and permanence of books, despite his most recent failure. 

Dustin pierced the dying candle’s flame with the unsinged wick. He would need another candle to do the spell, but for now, he needed the light to read. Not for the first time, Dustin wished for someone who could still speak the language of magic, a teacher. Without knowing how to say the actual words, his hours of translations were little more than useless. 

As for lunch, Dustin was confident no one would notice his absence. 

***
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THE SOUND OF STONE grinding against stone as the Oracle blinked. It was the first time in a millennium she had done so. The Oracle kneeled down one knee. Her carved robe moved and rippled as if made from the finest silk. A lock of hair fell forward. She pushed it back behind her ear, all with much grinding noise. 

‘And the name of this chosen one,’ She continued. ‘Is Dustin the nameless.’ 

Trembling in loose-fitting robes, the boy dropped his filthy rag and small bucket of gray water. The girlish shriek that escaped his mouth loud enough to summon a guard from somewhere outside the room. 

***
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DUSTIN GLANCED AT THE locked cupboard standing behind the Grand Master’s oversized desk and resisted the urge to smile. The first time Dustin stood in this exact spot, was after being caught sneaking in, in search of books the Grand Master had removed from the library’s collection. Permanently. 

It was not the last time either. Usually after making what the Grand Master referred to as ‘poor choices’. Being escorted into this room without explanation was never a good sign. Though Dustin could not think of anything he had done that was deserving of this treatment. Not of recent, at least. And never had he waited this long for the Grand Master to speak. 

Shifting his weight from one foot to the other, Dustin wondered if he should say something first. Experience cautioned him against it. 

Just like the man, the chamber remained unchanged over the years. Even the air had the same stale taste, despite a soft breeze floating in through the open window. The Grand Master sat behind the same old desk, in the same over-padded armchair. The shelves against the walls lined with books about the history of the continent of Darkwell, and its undisputed Capital, Dirth. Dustin knew them well, being the first texts they gave every apprentice to study. 

As a child, Dustin wandered if apprentices one day woke up with the long gray beard and silver hair, declared wise and granted the title of master. He once made that joke in earshot of the Grand Master, who scowled at Dustin with disapproval for several weeks. These days, he always looked at Dustin that way. Not tonight, though. The way he was looking at Dustin was different. Disconcerting. 

‘Where were you?’ He said with less of his usual bark. 

‘In the library, Grand Master.’ 

‘They searched for you there.’ 

‘I was on the lower level, Master. No one goes down there.’ 

Dustin watched the Grand Master squirm. This is interesting. 

‘Ten years you have been with us, correct?’ 

‘Eleven.’  

The Grand Master’s brows furrowed, ‘Eleven, you say?’ 

‘I was eight.’ 

‘Quite right.’ He shifted. ‘Well, don’t just stand there. I have more than one chair for a reason.’ 

Dustin pulled a wooden stool closer. Now seated, he paid more attention to the old master than ever before. 

‘The Sisters never said much about your mother.’ 

‘There’s not much to tell, she was a mute. They knew nothing about her.’ 

Watching the Grand Master stroke his beard, Dustin wished the questions would come faster. 

‘And your father?’ 

‘It was just my mother. Thus the nameless part.’ But every master knew this.

‘Ah, pity.’ 

‘Grand Master, what is this about?’ 

A knock at the door. Another of the masters entered, not waiting for an invitation. The old man approached the Grand Master, casting a furtive glance at Dustin. Leaning in, cupping his hand around the Grand Master’s ear, whispering hurriedly before rushing from the room. 

‘I was hoping for a firsthand account.’ The Grand Master admitted after the door shut. ‘I suppose you are wondering what all the fuss is about?’ The Grand Master cleared his throat and said. ‘It’s got to do with the Oracle.’ 

Dustin blinked. ‘I thought tomorrow was my turn at cleaning it.’   

‘What? No, no, as always we are in awe of your hard work and dedication.’ The Grand Master nodded with approval. 

The nod alone would have made Dustin suspicious. In awe? Even the small voice inside his head leaned forward. 

‘I trust you know how the Oracle is said to have worked?’ 

They tasked apprentices with cleaning the collection of Dirth’s historical artifacts. Mainly a collection of art, and swords of fallen heroes. The Oracle however was the only magical artifact among them. Dustin knew everything there was to about it. Which was not much. The Oracle was a statue of a woman. One which, Dustin imagined, the artist had known intimately. For this reason, there was always a younger apprentice offering to take it upon themselves, the chore of cleaning her.  

He doubted many of the statue’s admirers paid much attention to the carvings at her feet. Or if any tried to decipher the spell that would bring the Oracle to life. Or what questions they would ask, if she did. 

‘The Oracle... brought herself to life today.’ 

That’s not possible. 

‘I can see the vast array of questions forming, so let me stop them now by saying we don’t know how she did it. Point is, she did. I doubt the apprentice polishing her will ever be the same. He is still with the King’s physician.’ 

Dustin was still unclear what he was doing here. Surely the Grand Master could not blame him for any of this? 

As if reading his thoughts, the Grand Master explained, ‘She said you were the answer, Dustin.’ 

‘The answer to what?’ 

‘To a question posed in a different lifetime. From what we can work out, a sorcerer must have asked the Oracle a question that she could not answer. Not until today that is. I suppose it doesn’t matter that the sorcerer has been dead for hundreds of years.’ He caressed his beard, his brow furrowed. ‘Tell me Dustin, in all your time spent with your nose buried between pages, have you come across any mention of the Necromancers cave?’ 

The tale of the Necromancer was woven into the continent of Darkwell’s history. A story told to children to scare them into their beds at night. Everyone knew of the Necromancer and the monsters he created. Vicious. Single-minded. And for a time, un-killable. Things would have been different if a sorcerer had not created the first lazarus blade. Dustin had read everything the castle library had about the Necromancer. But never was there mention of any cave. 

‘Never mind then. The fact of the matter is, the Oracle said you were the only one who can enter.’ 

‘Can enter what?’ 

‘The Necromancer’s cave.’ Impatience leaked into the Grand Master’s voice. ‘I expect you to appear less dull when you go before the King tomorrow.’ 

‘Why am I going before the King tomorrow?’ 

‘Did you not just hear what I told you, boy?’ Anger reddened his cheeks. He continued, voice warbling with indignation. ‘The Oracle announced you as the chosen one. You will enter the Necromancer’s cave. You will recover the Resurrection spell-’ 

‘The what?’ 

‘The Resurrection spell!’ Grand Master huffed. When he spoke again, his voice was lower, and an uncomfortable looking smile spread across his face. ‘You will then return to Dirth, with the spell, and be awarded title of master, and hero.’ 

‘What does it do?’ 

‘What does what do?’ 

‘This Resurrection spell.’ 

‘I expect it Resurrects people.’ 

If the Grand Master would not say it out loud, then he would. ‘The same spell the Necromancer used to create his army of the undead.’ 

Not meeting Dustin’s eye, the Grand Master gave a small nod. 

‘And you think I’m the one meant to retrieve it?’ Giving voice to the thought made it more laughable. ‘The one the Oracle spoke of?’ Dustin shook his head. ‘Grand Master, there must be some mistake.’ 

‘No mistake. The apprentice had enough brains to call a nearby guard to witness. After Oracle called your name. Tomorrow you will go before the King.’ 

‘To what end?’ 

‘To discuss the plan to retrieve this Resurrection spell.’ 

‘I beg your pardon, Grand Master, but there’s no plan.’ 

‘Nonsense. Of course there is. Why else would King Henry want to see you?’ 

‘But I have never even stepped outside Dirth’s walls.’ 

‘Then see it as an adventure! Better yet, a noble quest. A quest would thrill most young men your age. Few, if any, would turn down the chance to explore Darkwell. But, if this is what worries you, I have knowledge that will quell your fear. You won’t be going alone. The King himself has designated someone to accompany you. Not one I would have chosen, mind you. But this someone knows the way.  Now, off to bed. Or perhaps, stop by the kitchens first. You’re considerably more pale than normal.’ With a flick of the Master’s hand, Dustin found himself dismissed. 

In a daze, Dustin made his way to the dining hall instead. Most of the food was gone, but Dustin was no longer hungry. He grabbed a fist-sized lump of bread before making his way through the castle, down the stairs, back to his quarters. The room was empty except for a wardrobe and a few sleeping mats. Every other night he shared the space with a few of the other apprentices, but based on their earlier expressions, Dustin was sure that for tonight at least, he would be alone. 

Falling back onto his sleeping mat, staring blindly at the rafters above, Dustin considered the irony. If only the Oracle had chosen tomorrow to come to life. He could have witnessed the prophecy for himself. And ignore it if he so chose. Which he would have. It only made sense to. After all, he was not suited for adventures outside of pages of books.

It was curious, granted. And he would be the youngest to receive the title of Master. But the Necromancer’s magic would have destroyed Darkwell had it not been for a sorcerer named Valairas. A magic that dark should remain hidden. Forgotten.

Perhaps Destiny knew you would keep the prophecy to yourself and do nothing with it.

This thought stirred up a separate cauldron of questions. Dustin took another bite, finding the bread harder to chew than his own thoughts. He stayed awake long after the last bite, his thoughts not nearly as easy to swallow. After all, it had only been a few hours since the worst thing that could happen was an unlit candle.

Dustin struggled to keep up with the great strides of the Captain. He was also trying to stay as close to the Captain’s elbow without causing personal injury to himself.

His sweeping robes were out of place among the mud-covered soldiers. Dustin was sure his slim fingers were never meant to hold a weapon. He doubted his ability to lift some more formidable looking ones. Even the early morning sun hurt his eyes.

‘I beg your pardon, Captain,’ he said, stepping out of the way as two groaning bodies came tumbling across their path. The Captain stepped over them. ‘I thought you were taking me to see the King?’

‘Right you are,’ the Captain grinned. ‘Just need to collect one more on the way. King wants a word with both you and your escort.’

‘I thought you were my escort?’

Ahead of them, men circled, cheering what appeared to be another brawl. The crowd parted and Dustin saw a beast of a man, the size of an oxen and perhaps just as hairy. The man roared and charged. Dustin’s eyes searched for man’s opponent. He only got a glance of the small kneeling figure before his view became obscured by the same soldiers watching the spectacle.

‘Was that a girl?’

The Captain guffawed, clapping Dustin on the shoulder with enough force to make him stumble. ‘In a manner of speaking, I ‘spose.’ He continued in a harsh whisper. ‘But I wouldn’t be saying that to her.’

A soldier approached. The Captain excused himself. This left Dustin standing alone and feeling as out of place as his garments. He yearned for the library. Books were simpler than people. And cleaner.

The Captain came back. ‘Great fun watching the new recruits, isn’t it? Is the swiftest way to weed out the crop, if you get what I am saying?’

A scream pierced the air, followed by a thump. The throng cheered, and the circle broke. The giant beast of a man was being helped to his feet by laughing soldiers. Dustin watched the tiny figure raise her hands in victory, igniting a spark of cheers. Someone tapped her on the shoulder, whispering something to her before pointing toward Dustin and the Captain. She strode towards them, caked with the same mud and grim as the others. Dustin wondered how someone her size had held her ground in such an unfair fight, until he saw her eyes. 

‘That’s Eostra, my commanding officer, and your guide.’

Fascinating. Curiosity raged within him.

She stopped in front of them, skipping any formal greeting. ‘You sure that one is not part boar?’ she said to the Captain. 

‘Sure smells the part.’ The Captain shook his head. ‘Did you have to go so hard on the lad, Eostra?’

‘He almost ripped my arm off.’ Rubbing her shoulder, she added, ‘Besides, he’ll be fine in a few hours. Well, maybe more than a few.’

The Captain chuckled before saying, ‘Enough for today. King Henry is waiting.’

‘I’ll first need to wash up.’

‘You have little time.’ The Captain smirked. ‘The Grand Master is already with him.’

‘In that case,’ she flashed a smile, revealing a row of perfectly white teeth. ‘I might take a bit longer.’

Watching Eostra walk away, Dustin leaned towards the Captain. ‘Is she...?’ Unable to find the suitable words, he let the question hang.

Another bark of laughter and the Captain clapped Dustin on the shoulder, sending him into the dirt. ‘Whatever it is, you probably be right,’ Grabbing Dustin by the scruff of his neck, the Captain pulled the apprentice to his feet. With a conspiratorial whisper he said, ‘But I wouldn’t go saying that to her either.’

The Captain escorted Dustin to the entrance of the throne room. The large wooden doors each had the crest of Dirth, a lion, carved into them. Guards stood on either side.

‘Wait here for Eostra.’ The Captain instructed. ‘And mind not to stare.’

Dustin muttered a thank you, but the sounds of the Captain’s footsteps drowned out his words. Ignoring the guard’s presence, he started pacing. His thoughts from the previous evening, along with what he had seen in the yard, collided.

The ruling family had a long-standing tradition: Every ruler of Dirth kept written accounts of his or her lifetime. They stood next to each other on display in the lower vaults of the library, where anyone within the castle walls had access to them. Not that anyone except Dustin ever read them. Dustin referred to them with fondness as the monarch journals. And he’d read every one of them. None of them mentioned the Necromancer’s cave or a resurrection spell. Most of them, however, mentioned the girl with eyes the color of death.

As though summoned by thought, Dustin looked up to find her standing almost nose to nose with him. Deathly pale skin. Broad cheekbones and mouth. Dark red hair, soaked but clean, combed and pulled back with a leather thong. She wore a white tunic over worn green trousers, tucked into soft riding boots. Had it not been for those eyes, he would not have recognized her as the warrior from the yard. She looked different without the mud.

He stood his ground as she searched his eyes. Dustin wondered if she could hear his heart thumping inside his chest.

‘You are the one the Oracle named?’ 

He nodded.

‘What makes you so special then?’

‘I was wondering the same thing myself.’

‘The Grand Master seems to believe you are a prodigy of his own making.’

Dustin felt the tension in his shoulders drain away. ‘And a week ago he called me soft in the head.’

From his post, the guard cleared his voice. ‘The King is waiting, my lady.’

‘So open the door.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘The quicker we get this over with, the better.’

The empty pit in his stomach filled with uneasiness that squirmed about like a nest of vermin.

Dustin was a boy the last time he entered the throne room. Years had passed. The king that wore the crown now was younger than the one he’d met, but this one had the same shaggy-dog look that his father once did. On a smaller, less decorated throne to his right sat his wife, belly round with child. To his other side stood the Grand Master with a familiar look of disapproval on his face. There was one difference, and it was that the glare was not aimed at himself, but at his companion.

They approached the throne. Dustin followed Eostra’s example and bowed. His movements stiff and clumsy next to hers.

‘Hello, Dustin.’ The King spoke with a familiarity Dustin was not accustomed to. ‘The last time I saw you, I was the age you are now. I was standing in that corner when my father invited you to stay. Obviously, he knew you were destined for greatness. Somehow, I don’t think he would have imagined this.’ The King chuckled. A pleasant sound.

‘Um,’ Dustin regretted the warbled sound as it echoed misgivings that words could not. Dustin wrung his hands. ‘I’m not sure what greatness you are expecting of me, Majesty.’

Eostra snickered. ‘Did you bother telling him anything at all, Grand Master?’

‘I told him everything.’ His face reddened. To Dustin he said, ‘Go on, boy. Tell them what I said.’

All eyes were on Dustin. In his head, he had pictured this conversation going a different way.

While he tried to formulate an answer and struggled to regain control of his tongue, the Queen placed a hand on her husband’s arm and, loud enough for everyone to hear, said ‘These are not conversations I need to be part of... but before I leave may I remind you that the boy has never sat through one of their arguments.’

The King stood and helped the Queen to her feet. ‘As always, my wife is right.’ He kissed her hand.

She smiled before turning to Eostra. ‘You will be delicate with our dear Grand Master?’

‘Only if he accepts once and for all that I am older, and thus wiser.’ Her tone matched her teasing smile.

Dustin was uncertain what impressed him more: The manner with which she treated the Grand Master. Or the boldness with which she addressed the Queen. Or how Eostra looked closer to Dustin’s age than that of the old man, despite being close to a thousand year old herself.
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Chapter Two

Eostra
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A vein of anger pulsed across the Grand Master’s forehead. It was almost too easy. Entertaining none-the-less. Beside her, the apprentice stifled a snort of amusement.

Eostra had long since given up on the Grand Master conceding that she was as part of this kingdom as the antique carved throne Henry sat upon. Snide as they were, the Grand Master’s words were nothing more than wasted breath, for there never was, nor would there be, the opportunity to question her loyalty to the crown. She had proven her worth over the course of a thousand years, protecting Dirth and her people from evil men, Serpents, monsters and even the undead. Centuries of training, fighting alongside, and burying Dirth’s sons during times of war. Every step of the way was accompanied by someone lurking over the shoulder of the ruling King or Queen, waiting for her to slip.

He looked like an obnoxious bird with his chest puffed out as he retorted, ‘The King appreciates my wisdom. One does not simply receive the title of Grand Master.’

‘What are you Grand Master of again?’

‘The arrogance!’

‘Don’t be so hard on yourself. Else what will I have to poke fun at?’

‘Enough.’ The King raised his voice, but Eostra saw the laughter dancing in Henry’s eyes. 

She knew he merely endured the masters because the former King had found them to be amusing. And occasionally, their knowledge proved useful.

‘As ever, your words of wisdom are welcome, Grand Master,’ The King spoke in soothing tones, no different to the way a father would console an ill-tempered child who could not get their way. ‘But I wonder if you would do me the honor of accompanying my wife back to her quarters, while I discuss things with young Dustin here?’

Ruffled, the Grand Master offered the still smiling Queen his arm. ‘Your majesty.’

Eostra was sure that the apprentice saw the small wink and bemused smile the Queen sent her way.

The King waited for the doors to close behind his wife and the Grand Master before saying, ‘Must you torment my advisor so, Star?’

‘I can’t help myself.’ She admitted, ‘His prattling begs teasing. I’m just surprised you’re listening to that same prattling and taking it in earnest. The spell should stay where it is.’

‘Star, you must see reason.’

‘Just because you use your childhood nickname for me, Henry, does not mean you can change my mind.’

A grin split his face. ‘It worked almost every time when I was growing up.’

As it did for your father and grandfather too, she thought but said ‘I have told you how I feel, and that you cannot change. But you are still my king, and I will always follow your word.’

‘Begging your pardon, Majesty, my lady.’ The apprentice took a tentative step forward, ‘I have to agree. The spell should remain where it is.’

‘Sequence of events dictates that this was meant to be.’ The King encouraged. ‘You are destined to retrieve this Resurrection spell and bring it home to Dirth, where we can keep it safe.’

Eostra resisted the impulse to roll her eyes. A good king could inspire any man with his words, she had seen it many times, however she doubted the impact these words were having on the apprentice.

Henry must have seen it too because he added, ‘I heard that you were interested in reviving the ways of magic? Did you know that the Necromancer was once a sorcerer? Well, I imagine that he must have had many books on the subject. Perhaps some, he wrote himself. A true seeker of knowledge must dream about such treasures. One can only imagine what else is hidden inside the cave. A cave that no one but you can enter. Such secrets. Perhaps even the key to using magic once again.’

And the difference between a good and a great king was the knowledge he had on his opponent, Eostra thought as she watched the apprentice’s face light up at the possibilities. It was on her to be the voice of rationality.

‘What your king has neglected to inform you is that the journey itself will be perilous, as the cave everyone keeps mentioning is at the heart of enemy lands. Not just any enemy. The Viperae.’

‘The cave is in Serapen?’ His tone hinting that he understood the danger.

Eostra nodded. ‘That is why I have been chosen to accompany you.’ Despite my misgivings, she thought.

‘Oh.’

Her indignation flared. She wondered if he had not witnessed earlier as she threw a brute about like he was a child’s poppet.

‘I assure you I am more than capable of—’

‘I’m not doubting your ability to protect me, nor as a guide, my lady. I just did not realize that is why you were here.’

‘And for what other reason would I be here?’

‘Because you are the Necromancer’s last creation.’

Very few knew the truth about her. Most assumed she was an elf or dark fae from lands across the great sea. And of those that did know the truth, none of them had guessed it. Or spoken about it so blatantly.

Dustin must have misinterpreted her surprise because he continued in a flurry. ‘I did not mean to offend. It is well documented that the Necromancer’s castle, and everything within, was destroyed after his... There has never been a word written about any cave, but there are mentions of you. I thought it obvious.’

His knowledge impressed Eostra. This one might deserve the title of Master, one day.

‘You aren’t wrong. But reaching the cave will not be as simple as strolling into the marketplace. Once we cross over into enemy lands, we will be on our own.’ Stealth would be their most useful weapon.

‘Forgive me, your Majesty.’ Dustin turned his attention back to the King. ‘I don’t understand the reason we are trying to retrieve this Resurrection spell. Something just does not feel right. Only a handful know of its existence. Is it not then best if it is left forgotten?’

‘You worry about the spell being used for evil?’ The King asked.

‘I am worried about the spell being used at all, your Majesty.’ He admitted. ‘For obvious reasons. And if I am the only one able to enter this cave, is it not safer to leave it be?’

He was persistent, Eostra would grant the boy that. But kings were not that easily dissuaded. Recent experience had confirmed this.

‘That is a wise thing to say, Dustin. And it is something we discussed.’ The Kings eyes met with Eostra’s for a moment. She might not have worded it with the same amount of elegance, but Dustin had voiced the same fears she had. ‘What if another comes along who is not as wise, or good as you? Someone who can also withstand whatever curse guards the spell? Precaution in this sense, would be our duty.’

She pitied the boy, knowing from experience that declining destiny was simpler than declining a king.

The faces of heroes past lined the war room walls. A place Eostra came to think, even during times of peace. This was the room in which she had sworn her loyalty and allegiance to Dirth and the ruling family. At the room’s center stood a round war table, engraved with a map of Darkwell, Dirth at its center, dotted with figurines depicting the locations of their garrisons. A crescent shape marked the Barren forest that all but surrounded Serapen. 

The doors swung open. From her seat at the table, Eostra listened to the queen telling someone, ‘You can go now. Shoo.’ The door closed again. ‘I have been looking everywhere for you.’ The Queen walked around the table and slumped into the chair across from Eostra. She rubbed her belly. ‘They hover around me as though I will burst at any moment.’

Eostra smiled. ‘I don’t disagree.’

‘The physician says a week. Maybe less.’ The Queen pouted, ‘I’m sorry I could not dissuade my husband.’

‘At least you persuaded him to stay behind.’

‘With his first born on the way, I gave him little choice.’

Eostra believed there could be no better match for Henry. She was a good wife, but also a headstrong queen who loved Dirth as much as anyone born to it. And the people loved her as much as they did their King. ‘Well, I gave him about as much choice as he did that poor apprentice. What is his name again?’

‘Dustin.’

‘Not the name of a chosen one, now is it?’ The Queen scrunched her nose. ‘I cannot imagine he was too enthused that the cave is in Serapen.’

‘I’m not thrilled either.’ Eostra sighed.

Serapen was home to the greatest foe Dirth had faced since the end of the Necromancer. The Viperae were reptilian, with scaly skin that dulled the average blade. Vicious beasts. And sometimes even venomous.

‘Will you be back in time for the birth?’

‘That depends. If we take the fastest route, it will be three days there, three days back.’

‘Then pick that one!’ Eostra knew it meant traveling through the thickest part of the Barren forest but the Queen continued, ‘I want one of the first people my daughter sees to be her Aunt Star.’

‘You are having a daughter?’

The queen snorted, ‘Everyone from the cook to the physician believes I will birth a boy.’ she flashed Eostra a conspiratorial smile, ‘But I know better. Please say you will pick the shortest route possible?’

‘I cannot very well say no, can I?’

This seemed to satisfy the Queen. She stood up, shaking her head when Eostra started to do the same. ‘I have interrupted your thinking for long enough. And I realize you are tasked in keeping the boy safe, but we expect you to come home in one piece.’

‘I always do.’

The Queen left, and Eostra turned her attention to portraits. There was one other person she wished she could speak to now. In the sea of painted faces, she found his with ease. The portrait did not do him justice. Besides, Eostra preferred to remember him the way he was when they first met. Before time had lined his face. Before silver streaked his mane. Not that age ever slowed him down. His name had been Henry, too. Her first friend after death. Her first Captain. Neither of which she could have foreseen. Not considering how they met. Eostra found it hard to believe that it had been one thousand years...

***
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THEN...

She ran, the hood of her cloak pulled close around her face. Down the spiral steps. Past armored men who danced with swords made of steel that could cut down magic. Men who cut down her master’s creations. Men who were setting fire to the corpses, a way of preventing the body parts from being used again. Men who did not pay her any attention as she slipped through the rubble, trying to escape the remains of the place she had grown accustomed to as her home.

A rumbling noise made her stop and look up. The wall was coming down. From somewhere behind, a voice shouted for her to move, the large gray stone already tumbled towards her.

Someone collided with her, pushing her out of harm’s way, and to the ground. Her hood falling back to reveal a mane of curls. A man, the enemy, had pushed her out of the way. Had tried to save her from the falling rubble.

Breathless, he rose to his feet and turned to her. He wore armor that glinted in the sunlight, a lion decorating his chest plate, his face covered in dust and blood. She saw the confusion on his face and realized he had seen her eyes. He knew what she was. Her only hope, a weapon. The man had lost grip of his sword in the fall. The hilt of the weapon lay a hand-breadth away from her. As he reached for the glowing dagger at his belt, she realized she only had one chance.

Then she saw it. One of her master’s creations, standing behind her rescuer and would-be killer, a rusted ax raised above its rotting skull. She need only to wait a moment—

‘Watch out!’ Eostra shouted, wrapping her slim fingers around the hilt. The blade felt weightless in her hand. She hurled it like a spear. Her rescuer flinched as the blade passed by him, turning just in time to witness the ax-wielding corpse slump to the ground.

The ax clattered to the floor. The creature slumped, nothing more than rotting flesh and bones, the last of the Necromancer’s magic leaving the body.

The man let his hand drop, the dagger still at his belt. He turned, curiosity etched on his face. 

‘What are you?’

‘Nothing like those monsters.’

They both flinched at the explosion of magic that destroyed the tower above them. The soldier retrieved a dented shield from under some rubble. Kneeling alongside Eostra, he held the shield above them, protecting them both from the rain of debris. 

She knew that the future she had envisioned for herself was no more.
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THE BLACKNESS OF NIGHT settled over the kingdom like a heavy cloak, while the hushing rain dampened the noisiness of the world for a third night in a row. Eostra hoped tomorrows night sky would remain clear. The cold and wet did not bother her. Every soldier was accustomed to camping out in wretched weather, and Eostra was no different. The apprentice might not fare as well.

Except, she realized, he might.

By the time she had left the war room, the only ones to greet her in the hallways were half sleeping guards. On seeing her, some even made the effort of straightening up, but Eostra knew that most of them would be asleep at their stations within the hour. She could not blame them. Guard duty was never a favorite task, and guard duty at night was dull. But that was what came with a stretched out period of peace: bored guards and frustrated military men.

It was true that Dirth’s army kept the Viperae within their own borders. And they had done well, Eostra thought while trying to remember when last anyone had seen a Viperae. Dirth had men placed in every neighboring town this side of Serapen, just in case they made it past the garrisons guarding the border. And beyond Serapen lay nothing but remnants of kingdoms destroyed during the time of the Necromancer. Hardly anyone went there these days. Far beyond the ruins were small fishing villages, ships and harbors filled with those dreaming of a life off this continent.

‘What am I not seeing?’ Eostra whispered into the darkness as she
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