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      Ikar's heart quickened as his horse rounded a curve in the mountainside, revealing a town nestled on the edge of the fiord below. The setting sun shone on the crystal blue waters, where several ships bobbed at anchor, shielded from the open ocean by the enclosing arms of Golden Ridge. Barely a cloud could be seen in the sky and the slopes ahead were a parched-brown, strewn with gravel except where the thin line of the trail wound its way down towards the village.

      Studying the quiet seaside settlement, Ikar wondered how a place so beautiful could breed such treason.

      “We have arrived,” he announced, twisting in his saddle.

      His armour creaked, confining his movement, and though the heavy steel had long been a part of him, he felt a moment’s longing to hurl it from him. The journey through the mountains had taken over a week, and in all that time he had removed his armour only to sleep. It was forbidden for a Knight of Alana to remove his helmet in public, least an unbeliever learn their identity.

      But with the summer sun beating down upon them, the faith of even the most devout of Knights had been tested. The Saviour had granted them her strength though, and none had given in to temptation.

      Only Merak, an Elder of the Order of Alana, was permitted to go without his helmet. He edged his horse past Ikar to study the landscape.

      “The Saviour has blessed us.” His voice was soft, for he was far older than the rest of their party. He was one of the first of their Order, born in the days before magic left the world. His days as a Knight were long past, but an Elder had been needed for this quest, and he had volunteered. “We have arrived in time to thwart another of their profane ceremonies.”

      “You are sure?” Ikar asked, edging his horse alongside the Elder.

      The shuffling of hooves on gravel came from behind them as the other Knights pressed forward, eager to see an end to their quest. Word had reached their Castle weeks ago, brought to them by a devout farmer who had stumbled upon the ritual while tending his goats. They’d been fortunate; this was old country and there were few believers in the Saviour. Ikar shuddered to think how long the evil here had been left unchecked.

      Ikar tightened his grip on the reins. How anyone could commit such blasphemy was beyond him. For a thousand years, the Three Nations had suffered beneath the yolk of the False Gods. Only thirty years ago had they finally been liberated, when the divine Alana had slain the Gods and purged the world of their magic.

      Before that fateful day, Magickers had roamed the Three Nations at will. Granted powers beyond imagining by the False Gods, they had wielded their magic without thought of consequence. Those not cursed with power had been reduced to nothing, slaves to the will of Magickers.

      After the death of magic, many had despaired, so accustomed had they been to the rule of the Gods. Thousands had suffered as the rulers of the Three Nations sought to survive without the crutch of magic. Amidst the chaos, the Order of Alana had been born. The first Elders had shown the lost the way, revealing a new path—the true path—for humanity, one of independence and freewill.

      But there were those who still longed for the past, who wished to restore the power of the False Gods. They gathered in the shadows, joining their minds, seeking out old secrets. Perhaps they even knew the truth, that with the solstice approaching, the old powers were rising.

      The thought filled Ikar with rage, but with an effort of will he pressed it down. A Knight must always remain in control, for they were blessed with the strength of the Saviour, and had sworn to wield it only in service to the Order. The Elders had plans for the ones below, designs that would ensure their false Gods would be forever bound in the darkness.

      “I am sure,” Merak finally answered Ikar’s question. He turned and addressed two of their Knights. “There is a ship at the pier. You will go ahead and convince the captain to grant us passage.”

      “We will not fail you, Elder,” the Knights answered, their voices made metallic by their helmets.

      Ikar shivered as the Elder’s eyes fell on him. “Ikar.”

      He inclined his head. “Yes, Elder.”

      “They say you are descended from Alan the Great, who fought the False Gods on the walls of Fort Fall.”

      “It is true, sir,” Ikar replied, his heart pounding hard in his chest.

      “Then in the name of your ancestor, I ask you to lead our Knights against the enemy.”

      Merak pointed down the path towards the town, and Ikar saw now the ruins of a temple rising from the slope of the mountain. The three spires of the False Gods had begun to crumble. Only one now stood. Ikar took it as a sign and smiled.

      “May Alana bless our swords.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Pela let out a long breath as she topped the stone stairs and stepped onto the ramparts of Skystead. She had finished her chores early—mopping up the floors of the dining room, hanging out the linens for drying, refilling the stable troughs—and had departed before their guests in the upstairs rooms had awoken. Despite spending all of her seventeen years growing up in the town’s only inn, Pela preferred her own company, and had little desire to stammer through pleasantries with the strangers.

      They were leaving today anyway, heading out on the ship that had come into port the night before. Hearing the shouts of the captain from below, Pela stepped up to the edge of the crenellations. The wall fell sharply into deep water beneath where she stood, but away to her right were the main gates of the town. They opened out onto the stone docks, where sailors carrying wares darted frantically to and fro. With high tide only two hours away, they would need to be quick if they wanted to depart this morning.

      Pela thought they would probably make it. The captain looked like an experienced hand. With no other travellers in sight, the inn would be peaceful tonight—though her mother, Kryssa, would be worried at the lack of business.

      Thinking of her mother, Pela sighed. No doubt Kryssa would be searching for her by now, to drag Pela to their weekly meditation at the temple.

      As though summoned by her thoughts, a distant voice echoed from the town. “Pela!”

      Pela slid off the crenellation and ducked down, hoping her mother had not spotted her. The walls stood some thirty feet high and the two-storey roofs of the town were well below her. Most of the buildings in Skystead were built of stone and stood side by side with no space between them, except where the narrow alleyways crisscrossed the larger avenues. Below the streets were a maze, but for the agile, the flat rooftops often offered faster passage around the town.

      But Pela’s mother, who turned her nose at such notions, would be in the alleys below. She would not spot Pela on her remote perch.

      “Pela, I know you’re up there!” Her mother’s voice rang from the stone walls, sounding as though she were directly below.

      Cursing, Pela stood and looked into the alley behind the wall. Kryssa stood with hands on hips, a furious scowl etched across her face. In many ways, she was Pela’s twin, though Kryssa was outspoken where Pela was quiet. Her mother wore the platinum hair that marked them both as outsiders in a tidy braid. The sight made Pela wish she’d at least run a brush over her head that morning. Their sun-kissed skin, narrow noses, and sharp cheekbones proved their relation. Only their eyes were different: her mother’s a brilliant silver, while Pela’s were a hazel-green she was told had come from her long-deceased father.

      “What do you want?” Pela called down.

      “You know what, young lady,” Kryssa hissed, her voice quieter now.

      “I told you, I don’t want to go anymore,” Pela groaned. “All those people…can’t I just meditate up here?”

      Kryssa tapped her foot on the tiled road. “You still live under my roof, young lady. Until you turn eighteen, you’ll do as I say.”

      “Or what?” Eighteen was still months away.

      “Would you like to clean out the barn tonight?”

      Pela suppressed a groan. “Fine!” she relented. “I’ll meet you there.”

      Before her mother could call her back, she darted along the ramparts to one of the taller buildings. Here, the drop to the rooftop was only five feet. She leapt before her mind could dwell on the fall, her boots thumping down hard. A voice called up from the alley, but Pela was already gone, leaving her mother behind.

      She took the circular route across the town towards the mountain path, her good mood restored. She was in no rush to beat her mother to Temple. If she took enough time, meditation might already be underway when she arrived, and she would not have to bother herself with any clumsy conversations.

      Mountain peaks loomed overhead as she wandered the rooftops. Skystead straddled a narrow patch of land where Golden Ridge met the deep fiords of the coast. They were as far south as anywhere in Plorsea, and it was a long boat ride and a longer walk to anything else resembling civilisation. Only once in her seventeen years had Pela made the trip to Townirwin, the nearest settlement, and that had been so long ago she barely remembered it.

      Her gaze roamed the skyline as she neared the mountain gate. A winding road led up the steep slope, where a dozen workers could already be seen making their way to work. High above, beyond sight of town, the coffee plantations that were Skystead’s lifeblood awaited. Even further up, the road led eventually to the nation of Trola. But no one ventured there now, not since the Trolan King had closed their borders under penalty of death.

      But Pela’s destination was nowhere near so far. Three hundred feet above the town, a second path branched from the main road, leading along the stark slopes to where a cluster of ruins clung to the mountainside.

      Once three spires had risen above the walls of granite and marble, but only the jagged remnants of one remained now. The outer walls were mostly solid, though small sections had begun to crumble, the mortar rotted away. Summer storms had taken their toll, smashing in the roof in several places, leaving the insides exposed to the elements. One day, it was said, the whole thing would be washed away, and all that remained of the Three Gods would vanish from Skystead.

      The temple had been abandoned for over thirty years, but only in recent times had the ruins become a source of controversy. There were those who said now that the Three Gods had been evil, that the gift of their magic had been a poisoned chalice, that they had enslaved humanity to some unknown purpose.

      For Pela’s mother and others who still knew their history, the Three Gods remained the true saviours of the Three Nations.

      Coming to the edge of town, Pela found a narrow staircase and returned to ground level. There was no sign of her mother at the gates, but far above she spotted Kryssa at the fork in the road. Despite the distance, Pela could sense the anger radiating from her mother’s distant figure. Her cheeks warmed, and feeling slightly abashed, she hurried up the winding path.

      Within minutes her calves were burning. The mountainside was steep here, rising sharply from the fiord up to the peaks three thousand feet above. There were exactly 1,555 steps from the town to the temple—Pela had counted them many times before—and in the burning summer sun, her tunic was quickly soaked with sweat. The undulating mountains of Golden Ridge stretched away to the north in an unbroken line, dividing the lands of Plorsea from Trola to the west.

      It took half an hour to make the crossroad, and another ten minutes to reach the ruins. The mountainside was quiet as she approached; her mother and the others must have already begun their meditation. Her shame returning, Pela darted through the doorway. Darkness engulfed her and she let out a sigh, relieved to be out of the sun.

      Inside, cursory efforts had been made at repairs, though rays of light still filtered through cracks in the ceiling. Whispers carried down the corridor, drawing Pela deeper into the ruin. The temperature dropped as she followed the familiar path towards the central chambers. Rubble lay strewn across the granite tiles hazardous in the dark, but Pela had explored these corridors as a child, and could have negotiated the temple blindfolded.

      The whispers grew louder as Pela turned a corner and found herself at the entrance to the main chamber. At least two dozen villagers were already present. Many had taken up positions on the faded emerald and sapphire carpets, their eyes closed, and legs crossed as they sought the inner calm taught by the Gods. Several others still stood near the entrance speaking quietly. An old man, his face wrinkled and hair grey with age, saw her and offered a greeting.

      “Welcome, Pela,” he murmured, “it is good to see you. How are you?”

      Pela’s heart beat faster as he held out both hands, palms up. She took them in hers and smiled, though internally she was struggling desperately to recall his name. The awkward silence stretched out as he looked at her with kind eyes.

      She opened her mouth, garbled something nonsensical, then blurted out: “Thank you!”

      Her cheeks grew hot and she darted past him before he could ask anything else. Internally, she cursed her bumbling tongue. Slipping between the seated meditators, she approached the altar and lit a stick of incense to honour the Goddess Antonia, setting it alongside those already left by others.

      As she turned away, she caught the scent of rose petals and earth in her nose. Instantly, her mind was whisked away to a forest grove, lit by sun and filled with the chattering of squirrels and the whispers of branches in the breeze. She clung to the image, but inevitably the realm of the Earth Goddess faded, leaving her standing once more before the altar.

      Letting out a long sigh, Pela searched for her mother. Finding Kryssa seated cross-legged nearby, she sat beside her. Kryssa cast a sidelong glance in her direction and Pela quickly lowered her eyes. She didn’t know why her mother dragged her here every week.

      Everyone knew the Three Gods were dead.

      Hearing her mother’s breathing deepen, Pela looked back up. Her mother had begun to meditate, but Pela’s heart was still racing from the climb. Silence had fallen over the room, the last of the meditators taking their places on the carpet. Coffee incense burned on the altar at the front of the room, where candles illuminated a mural that took up the entire wall. It depicted the Three Gods—Jurrien, Antonia, and Darius—united together against the Dark Magicker Archon, who had twice tried to conquer the Three Nations.

      In the end, the Three Gods had destroyed him utterly, but in doing so they had retreated from the world. Their temples had been abandoned then, the citizens of the Three Nations turning to other pursuits.

      But the gift of their magic had remained, and in the Gods’ absence, Magickers had thrived, and many had abused their power. Eventually the Tsar had risen, uniting the Three Nations beneath his tyranny and vowing to sponge all magic from the land.

      Some legends claimed the Gods had tried to cast him down, others that they’d supported him. Only one thing was agreed upon—that it had been Alana, the Tsar’s daughter, who had destroyed the Three Gods.

      And magic with them.

      The world had changed in the thirty years since. Now it was the warrior who ruled, the power of the sword worshiped above all else. And a new cult had been born with the death of the Gods—the Order of Alana. They worshipped her as their Saviour, believed her sacrifice had cast off the shackles of the Gods, beckoning in a new era of enlightenment.

      Only a few, like Pela’s mother and her departed grandmother, remained faithful to the Three Gods. It was partly in respect for her grandmother that Pela came at all. Selina had been a ferocious woman, well known around the village for her sharp knives and sharper tongue. Even approaching ninety, she had still visited the temple for the weekly meditation. In the end, only death had stopped her.

      Pela had asked her once why she bothered. After all, Selina had been alive during the days of magic. She knew better than anyone that the Gods were truly gone. But the old woman had only smiled.

      Antonia saved my life once. She and her brothers may be gone, but what they did for us should never be forgotten.

      Smiling at the memory, Pela’s mind drifted to the days before her grandmother’s passing. They had often gone to visit her uncle after temple, who would greet them with honey cakes and ginger ale. The best roof-builder in Skystead, he was a giant of a man and not really her uncle, though that was all Pela had ever known him as. There were those in the village who said he had been a warrior once, but Pela had only ever known him as a kindly man with greying hair and smile lines on his cheeks.

      She had not seen him since her grandmother’s funeral. Kryssa had insisted that Pela keep away, though she had never offered any explanation. That had been almost five years ago now. It saddened Pela to think of him alone in the big house he had shared with her grandmother. As a child, they had all lived in the inn, running it together, but those days were long ago now. All Pela could recall from those days was the faded image of them all gathered around the fireplace on a cold winter night.

      Realising she’d become side-tracked from her meditation, Pela dragged her thoughts back to the present, concentrating instead on her own body. Eyes closed, she centred herself, focusing on the slow in-out of her breath, on the distant thudding of her heart, the pulsing of blood in her ears. Nearby, she heard the faint whisper of another’s breath, the rustling of cloth, the faint tap-tapping of some rodent hidden in the walls. Her mind examined each of them in turn before releasing them. Slowly, her consciousness sank, and she reached for her inner cal—

      Bang.

      Pela startled out of her trance as noise erupted from the rear of the chamber. Angered at the intrusion, she swung around in time to witness armed men swarming inside. All wore heavy suits of plate mail armour and full-faced helmets. They spread out around the door, barring the only exit.

      Her eyes were drawn to the centre of their breastplates, where each had been adorned with a flaming red sword. A chill slid down Pela’s spine as she recognised the symbol.

      The Knights of Alana.

      “On your feet!” a Knight boomed.
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      “On your feet!” The Knight’s voice echoed strangely from behind his visor, giving it a metallic quality, as though the man within was not entirely human.

      Crouched on her knees, Pela found herself frozen, unable to so much as cry out as the Knights advanced. The summer solstice was only a few weeks away and most of the congregation had gathered to begin preparations for the sacred day of the Goddess Antonia. Pela was near the back of the chamber, furthest from the Knights, but those at the front scrambled over one another in their desperation to escape the shining blades. With over forty meditators present, it was chaos.

      Pela’s heart hammered hard in her chest as her mind raced, struggling to understand where the Knights had come from. The nearest Castle was in Townirwin, a journey of many days by ship, and a week over land. How had they come upon the temple so suddenly? And what were they here for?

      Death.

      She shuddered. No, those were just rumours. Otherwise, the Plorsean King would have outlawed the Order of Alana, regardless of who they worshipped.

      But why then were they here, with naked steel in hand? What other purpose but murder would have brought them?

      “Silence!” the Knight roared over the screaming, “By order of the Crown!”

      The command went unheeded. With a start, Pela realised she was the only one still on her knees. The crowd was pushing towards the altar, putting her at risk of being trampled. She had just scrambled to her feet when a vice-like hand gripped her by the wrist.

      “Pela!” her mother hissed, suddenly beside her.

      Kryssa pulled her towards the rear of the chamber. Stumbling after her mother, Pela glanced back as another scream came from behind them, and tripped over a tear in the carpet.

      “Quickly!” her mother snapped, dragging her bodily behind the altar.

      “There’s no way out,” Pela moaned.

      “There is,” Kryssa replied.

      Pela shook her head, knowing her mother was wrong. Behind the altar they were hidden from the Knights, but there was nowhere left to go. The rear wall was made of brick and held up by stone pillars.

      Still Pela’s mother pulled at her arm, and she relented, allowing Kryssa to pull her into the corner where a pillar had fallen against the wall.

      “Quickly, you must find your uncle!” Kryssa gasped, pushing Pela towards the broken pillar. She said something else, but her words were drowned out by the screaming.

      “How?” Pela yelled, anger lending her strength. Her mother never explained, only told.

      A gurgling cry rattled from the walls. Pela looked back and saw an older villager stumbling away from the Knights. Blood spurted from his throat and he went down clutching the wound with both hands.

      Pela stared, unable to tear her eyes away. She had never seen someone die before; let alone someone she knew. It was the old man who had greeted her at the temple door. She remembered him now—it was Fervil, the village baker. He had given her a sticky cream bun once, when she was young, as a reward for safely delivering some bread to her grandmother.

      Now his lifeblood was soaking into the dusty carpet of the ruined temple, and Pela could not begin to understand why.

      “Pela!” Kryssa shrieked, shaking her. With an effort of will Pela focused on her mother’s face. “Inside!”

      “Inside what?” Pela gasped. Nothing made sense anymore.

      Her mother pointed at the wall beneath the pillar, and finally she saw. Where the pillar had come to rest, the wall had cracked and crumbled away. Higher up, the break was barely noticeable, but at the base it widened enough that Pela might be able to fit.

      “Go!” Kryssa moaned, her eyes flicking toward the Knights. Most of the congregation had already been subdued, and the few remaining villagers were pressed against the altar. They had only seconds before the Knights saw them.

      “What about you?” Pela asked.

      “Don’t worry about me,” her mother hissed. “Get out. Take the back trails down the mountain. Find your uncle!”

      Pela swallowed, heart suddenly in her throat, but Kryssa didn’t give her an opportunity to argue. She gripped Pela by the shoulders and pushed her into the crack. The pressure did not relent until Pela crawled into the darkness beyond the candle-lit hall. Then an angry voice shouted out and her mother’s hands vanished.

      Blood thundering in her ears, Pela continued forward. She glanced back only once, in time to see a pair of thick leather boots appear alongside her mother’s moccasins, then she was through the other side and on her feet, racing through the shadows of the temple.

      In her panic, Pela didn’t think about where she ran, only that she needed to escape the men who had taken her mother. Then a stray pile of rubble caught her foot and she went crashing to the ground. Pain flared as her elbow struck the ground and she cursed, the sound shockingly loud in the dark corridors.

      Reason came rushing back and Pela clamped a hand over her mouth to keep from crying out again. The hackles on the back of her neck rose as a voice called from somewhere ahead, followed by the heavy thump of leather boots.

      They’re coming!

      Struggling to calm her racing heart, Pela scrambled to her feet and went back the way she’d come. Her eyes strained against the dark, trying to place where she was. She needed somewhere to hide, or the Knights would surely find her.

      Finally, she recognised a mosaic of the Three Gods. Half of it was gone—only the face of Darius, the God of Light, remained complete—but she now knew where she was. She scanned her memories, thinking back to long ago when she had explored the temple as a youth. There were a thousand hiding places for a child, but few for a girl almost fully grown.

      Only one was near, though it would test her courage. She turned left, then right, and ducked into a narrow doorway. A long rectangular room stretched away from her, a massive fireplace taking up most of the far wall. Once it had been a kitchen, with a stove large enough to feed a hundred meditators, but now all that remained of the stove was a rusted ruin in the empty fireplace.

      Stepping over the twisted iron, Pela moved into cavernous space beyond and looked up. The chimney was so long it could have fit two of her lying down, but it was narrow. If she was careful, she could wedge herself in place above the level of the room, out of sight.

      If she could climb that high.

      Don’t think—do!

      It was something her grandmother used to say, and Pela drew inspiration from the words now. Taking care to be quiet, she jammed her hands into the cracks left between the bricks by the crumbling mortar and tried to haul herself up.

      Pain flared in her hand as it slipped free. Pela gasped as she slammed into the ground. A voiced echoed from the corridor, closer now.

      Covered in black ash, Pela scrambled up and tried again. This time a clump of soot fell in her face, but she managed to wedge her feet into a crack and hold herself in place. She sucked in a breath, and soot rushed up her nose.

      Her eyes watered as a sneeze built, until she could hold it no longer. Quickly she released a hand hold and pinched her nose. She was just in time, and only the tiniest of squeaks came out.

      Even so, she held her breath, listening for the telltale crunch of boots on rubble. Suspended just out of sight of the room below, her arms shook…but she dared not move, lest she give herself away. A minute ticked by, then another, until finally she was convinced the Knight had gone another way.

      Letting out a breath, Pela shifted so her feet were beneath her, and started to climb. She did not look down, though in the darkness she could not have told how high she was.  The chimney had once extended far above the temple’s roof, but age had toppled it along with the three spires. Light streamed through the narrow gap a dozen feet above, showing her the way, and there were no more accidents.

      Clambering onto the rooftop, Pela crouched amongst the rubble of the ruined chimney and squinted against the sudden brightness. The roof had been painted white and reflected the sun, though thankfully the fallen spires covered much of it. She searched for sign of the Knights, but there was no one in sight.

      A shout carried to her on the ocean breeze, sending a tingle of premonition down her spine. Her heart began to race again. Crouching low, she crept across the broken stone, silent as a cat. She had to skirt several places where fallen rock had caved in the temple roof. Long minutes passed before she reached the front of the temple. Voices carried up from below. Craning her head, she peeked down at the speakers.

      Dust billowed up from the two dozen men and horses gathered below, and she quickly ducked back out of sight. Rolling on her back, she gasped, struggling to control her panic. If they had seen her…

      Her blood went cold. Had they seen her? Even now they might be drawing their swords and scrambling up the lead drainage pipes…

      Pela scrunched her eyes closed and sucked in a breath.

      Listen.

      Slowly she exhaled, focusing on the action and not the fear. The wind whistled through the nooks and crannies of the ruin. She strained her ears, seeking out sounds of pursuit. Voices rose from below, raised in anger but directed elsewhere, not at the hidden watcher on the roof.

      Her heartbeat slowed. They had not seen her.

      Pela had only caught a glimpse of what was going on, but it was all she’d needed. The villagers had their hands bound behind their backs and were roped together in a line. She’d had no time to count but it looked like everyone inside had been subdued. Now the Knights were mounting up in preparation to depart.

      What do I do? Pela shrieked in the silence of her mind.

      Her mother must be below, but there was no way to reach her, no way to free her from the armoured Knights and their terrible greatswords. At the thought, she saw again the image of Fervil choking on his own blood, his fingers unable to stem the terrible bleeding…

      Stop it.

      Pela forced herself to breathe, pushing back the onset of panic. She couldn’t afford that luxury. Kryssa was in trouble and she was the only one who knew!

      “Ready men?” A voice carried up to her. “Let’s ride!”

      The sharp crack of a dozen whips followed as the Knights set their horses on the narrow trail. Several villagers cried out, but from where Pela lay, she could not see who or why. Angry curses and more cracks followed, and a woman wailed. Pela prayed to the Three Gods it was not her mother. Finally, the clip-clop of hooves on stone faded away.

      Cautiously, Pela lifted her head and watched the Knights move off, their captives strung out between them. She waited several minutes before pulling herself up, wanting to be sure no one had remained to keep watch. A dust cloud clung to the mountainside where the Knights rode, their captives in tow. They were already a quarter of the way down the mountainside. Beyond, the deep blue waters of the harbour waited.

      Her heart fluttered as she thought of the ship waiting there. That must be how they intended to escape, though what they intended for the prisoners…

      Pela tore her thoughts away from torture and death. High tide was still an hour away; the ship would not depart until the currents turned. The Knights couldn’t move quickly with the prisoners in tow. If Pela ran, she might beat them to Skystead. Balling her hands into fists, she focused on her mother’s last words:

      Find your uncle!
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      Rivulets of sweat trickled down Ikar’s forehead as the sun beat down on the mountain trail. Outside the refuge of the old temple, there was no escaping it, and the heavy armour made the heat all the worse. He fought the temptation to remove his visor, calling on his ancestors for strength.

      He had not lied to Merak, it was well known his family had descended from Alan the Great, who had died over a century ago in the war of the Gods. But of the man’s children, Ikar was descended from the lesser line, and his family had done little of note since. Nothing but…

      Ikar shook his head, determined to leave the past in the past. His family might have once sinned, but he had been born on the day the Gods fell, and had never known any power but his own strength. He had been raised in Lonia, the poorest of the Three Nations, though their king had designs to change that fate. Ikar had served as the man’s bodyguard for a time, and later for his daughter, only departing their household a year ago, when his faith had called for his service.

      And so he had joined the Knights of Alana, and been sent as a missionary into Plorsea. The Order was still young here, its growth hindered by antagonism towards Lonia, where the cult had been born. Though few still worshiped the False Gods, they had been equally reluctant to embrace the Saviour. Townirwin, where he had settled, was one of the few towns to boast a Castle—the fortresses of the Order.

      Anger stirred in Ikar’s chest as he inspected the villagers they had captured. They stumbled along the path, hands bound, barely able to keep upright. His fellow Knights rode alongside them, brandishing their riding crops at those who slowed the progression. The sight made him sick. Such weak, selfish creatures they were, to beg the False Gods to save them.

      Did they not realise their prayers endangered all the Three Nations? That their belief fed strength back to the False Gods, so that they might one day threaten the world once more? The Order would not allow it, though the cowardly King of Plorsea had forbidden interference.

      Ikar snorted. As far as he was concerned, Braidon was a weak and ineffective king, though the man’s tolerance for the False Gods and their followers bordered on outright blasphemy. It still surprised Ikar that Lonia had made a pact with such a man—had even offered him their princess’s hand in marriage in order to buy peace.

      Sucking in a stifling breath, Ikar forced his thoughts from politics. He tried to judge their progress down the mountainside, but the town was still far below and several of the prisoners were already flagging. He cursed. They needed to be away on the high tide, before the townsfolk might learn of their presence and attempted a rescue. He had no doubt his two dozen Knights could fend them off, but there had already been enough bloodshed.

      Ahead, a young boy stumbled on the uneven ground and fell. Ikar cursed and rode closer. The boy struggled to right himself with his hands tied behind his back, but only succeeded in toppling himself face-first into the ground. When he saw the Knight looming overhead, he screamed.

      “Stupid boy!” Ikar growled, lifting his crop.

      “Stop!” Another prisoner, a woman, darted between Ikar and the boy.

      “Get out of my way, woman,” Ikar snapped. He flicked the crop at her, but she leaned back, and the blow missed by a hair’s breadth.

      The woman sneered. “Such a brave man,” she said, her voice rich with sarcasm, “that you must beat women and children to show your power.”

      Angered, Ikar prepared to strike the woman down. She did not shrink away. Her silver eyes flashed in the midday sun as she watched him. There was not an inch of give in those eyes, and Ikar hesitated, then lowered his crop.

      “Get him up,” he grunted.

      With her own hands still bound, the woman could do little to help the boy, but eventually she got him on his feet. Taking him under her wing, she moved off down the track without a backwards glance at Ikar.

      He edged his horse after her, equal parts disturbed and fascinated. The other villagers had shown little defiance since the bloodshed in the temple. The baker’s death had robbed the rest of their courage, and now the rest marched wilfully to their fate.

      “Ikar.”

      Ikar looked around as Merak called his name and found the Elder riding several horses back. He had removed his helmet once more, but sweat still beaded his forehead, drenching the greying hair that hung in tangles around his face. Dragging on his reins, Ikar waited for Merak to catch him before setting off again.

      “What was that, with the woman?” Merak questioned.

      Ikar shrugged. “She was right. They might be blasphemers and traitors, but we should not sink to their level. We are Knights of Alana; we must uphold our own honour.”

      “Ay,” Merak mused, “but I do not like how these peasants defy us. It should not have taken a death to subdue such creatures.”

      “Hard country, the mountains,” Ikar replied. “In Lonia, they breed strong warriors.”

      “Even so, it would serve them well to be reminded of their place. I will take five to the town square and conduct a cleansing. Shall I include the witch who challenged you?”

      Ikar looked ahead to where the woman walked alongside the boy, turning over the man’s offer in his mind. It would be just, to repay her earlier defiance. Yet their orders were to return with as many prisoners as possible, for the Elders needed candidates for their Great Sacrifice.

      He shook his head. “No,” he replied. “She is strong, we may need her for the solstice.”

      Merak laughed. “You are right, brother.” He offered a grim smile. “I will take the weak and cowardly. They will not be needed.”

      Ikar shuddered as the Elder moved away. There was something about Merak that set his teeth on edge, a cruelty that went beyond the bounds of what was needed to preserve the natural order. Watching the man inspect the prisoners, Ikar was reminded of a wolf circling its prey.

      As they neared the town, Merak cut five prisoners from the line, all men. “Make for the ship and load the prisoners,” the Elder ordered. “I will join you within the hour. If I am postponed, do not wait. The candidates must be brought before the Order without delay.”

      With that, Merak moved off, taking five Knights along with the prisoners. Ikar waited until they disappeared down the broad avenue through the centre of town before shaking himself into action.

      “Let’s go!” he bellowed.

      The prisoners stood staring after Merak. They had not been told what the Elder intended, but from their defeated looks, several had guessed. Ikar scanned their ranks, catching the eyes of the woman from earlier staring back at him. Her gaze was strangely unnerving, and he quickly looked away.

      “I said get moving!” he screamed.

      Several of his Knights brandished their crops, and the group moved off, making for the port.
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      Devon sat back on the slate roof and let out a long breath. Taking a rag from his belt, he wiped the sweat from his face. The familiar ache had begun in the centre of his back, and his knee had been troubling him for close to an hour now. He would need to stop soon, but he was determined to continue for as long as possible. Already the longest day of the year was just weeks away, and he was not yet half finished with the repairs.

      He should have started sooner, but as always, he had put the needs of the village first, had dedicated too much time to other projects. Now he would need to rush to get the holes in his own villa fixed before the autumn rains arrived.

      Selina would have shaken her head and cursed him for a fool. The thought of his former business partner brought a smile to Devon’s face. Her loss still hurt, though Selina had been so old at the end she could barely make it up the steps to the temple.

      A shiver went through him at the thought. How long before the same weakness claimed him? He already felt its approach. Once, he would have finished retiling his entire roof in the span of a week; now he would need to enlist help if he was to avoid being bogged down in the winter.

      Devon cursed and straightened. He wasn’t dead yet, and he’d be damned if he allowed despair to rule him. He might be approaching fifty-five, but he was still the strongest man in the village. Just last month he’d carried the Lifting Stone further than any other challenger, and he was yet to meet the man who could best him in battle.

      That thought brought another pang of sadness. Fifteen long years had passed since his last campaign. It had ended in such disaster that even now he regretted accepting the call. At the time, Selina had railed against him, had begged him not to go, but Devon had left anyway, marching to the aid of his old friend, Braidon.

      How he wished he could take that decision back. He had lost everything because of it: friends and family and his own honour. But Braidon had been desperate—and if Devon was honest, he had longed to experience the thrill of battle one last time.

      But with the wisdom of age, Devon could see now what he had never accepted as a young man. He did not have the courage to live as an ordinary man, to toil day in and day out to add something to the world. Selina had recognised it in him, when they had stood on the plains of Trola and fought the Tsar and his armies. But her advice had helped him little then, and it was too late to admit it now.

      Sitting back on the roof, Devon found himself wondering after the king. He had not heard from Braidon for many years now. He supposed with the peace treaty signed between Lonia and Plorsea, Braidon had little need for old warriors.

      Devon shook himself from his reverie and reached for his hammer. If he pressed on for another hour, he might just keep to schedule. If the rains came late…

      “Uncle!”

      Devon started as a scream came from below. Sitting up, he saw a young girl race into his courtyard. Tangled platinum hair bounced around her face as she stumbled to a stop, her hazel-green eyes whipping about in search of somebody. She had not noticed him sitting on the roof.

      A broad grin stretched Devon’s cheeks as he recognised his niece. Pela had taken to calling him “Uncle” when she was just a child, though they had no direct relation. If anything, he was more like her grandfather. Years ago, when he and Selina had run the Firestone Tavern in Ardath, the old woman had adopted an urchin from the streets. He recalled with a mixture of regret and fondness the night she’d returned with Kryssa, and changed their lives forever.

      But Kryssa had not spoken to Devon since Selina’s death, nor allowed her daughter, Pela, to visit him. He could hardly blame her, after his failure…but the absence had hurt. Seeing Pela now brought a smile to his face, and sitting up, he waved a hand.

      “Morning, missy. Where have you been hiding?” he shouted down.

      “Temple…Knights
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