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      The first hints of dawn had just touched the horizon when Braidon stepped into the courtyard of the Castle. Walking slowly, he crossed to the old stone stairwell and started up. It was some thirty feet before he reached the ramparts of the defensive wall. A fresh breeze greeted him, but even there the tang of smoke clung to the air.

      It had taken them most of the night to gain control of the fire. In the end, half the Castle had been gutted, but that was nothing compared to the loss of lives. A lump lodged in Braidon’s throat as he recalled the men, women, and children who had been trapped in the pantheon. They had never stood a chance, not after Dominic and his men had lit the fire, after they’d barred the doors to trap them inside…

      Braidon’s stomach twisted and it took an effort of will to keep from throwing up. The fire had burned so hot that there had been little left by the end. Where just hours before there had been a hundred souls, filled with life and love and hope, only ash remained. Dead because of Braidon’s folly.

      Silently, Braidon slammed his fist down on the granite crenulations. Why had he trusted Dominic? He should have realised the man’s evil, should have seen the darkness in his heart. But Dominic had been there in the moment of Braidon’s greatest weakness. And so the king had put his faith in the man.

      Braidon would regret that decision for the rest of his life.

      Shuddering, Braidon turned his eyes inwards, to that void that was his inner mind. Once his magic had burned there, a gift granted to him by the Gods. But that power was long gone, departed with their death some thirty years ago. And for thirty years the void had been empty, an infinite darkness at his core.

      Now though, a fresh power burned there, the multicoloured glow of a hundred lives. A shiver slid down Braidon’s spine as his mind touched the energies. They lit his veins aflame, filling him with renewed vigour, giving him confidence that he could take on the world. He shuddered at the sensation, at the strangeness of it all.

      In an instant of despair, Braidon had reached for the flames and tried to extinguish them with the power of his own life force. It had been a futile act. The strength of one man, however brave or noble, could not quench such an inferno.

      But in doing so, Braidon had sensed something else—the energies of the dead, the power of the departing souls. He had seen an opportunity then, a chance to make something of their loss. Here was the power he had prayed for, the strength he needed to defeat his vile wife. So he had gathered the power to him, had drawn in the life forces of the dying members of the Order, and made them his own.

      The light was growing now, the sun creeping up over the rooftops of Chole. The Dying City stretched out all around him, the outer walls a half-mile away at their nearest point. They were strong walls of granite and iron, walls that had never fallen, not even to the Dark Magicker Archon. They would serve him well in the coming war. He might not yet have the strength in arms to carry the fight to Marianne, but neither did she have the numbers to attack him here.

      And even should she take the walls, the city would fight her to its dying breath. They had seen the darkness of the Order of Alana, the cult that had lifted Marianne to queen. Their Knights had threatened to burn the Temple of the Earth, to purge the city of those they deemed blasphemers. Only Braidon’s interference had kept the temple and its priests safe.

      Now he had taken their Castle, the centre of the Order’s power in Chole. With Marianne’s followers purged from the city, he would make their fortress his own. There was nowhere else stronger in Chole. He would be safe here, protected until the time came to face his wife. It would buy him time to plan the revolt, to train his army and plot the queen’s eventual downfall.

      Boom.

      Braidon’s thoughts were interrupted as the doors to the keep swung open in the courtyard. Shaking himself free of thoughts of the future, he looked down at the new arrivals. Men and women emerged from the keep in twos and threes, heads down, their whispers carrying up to where Braidon stood unnoticed.

      Yesterday, Braidon had offered all who’d followed him a position in his army. Though their losses had been heavy and even the survivors were battered and bruised, most had accepted. Afterwards there had been some celebration, but most of his new recruits had been muted, still processing the violence and raw grief of battle. Soon they had taken to their beds—lying down wherever they could find space in the parts of the castle untouched by the fire.

      He had bid them return to the courtyard at first light, and now it looked that most were gathered below.

      All but Dominic and those men who had joined him in burning the pantheon.

      As though summoned by his thought, the doors of the keep creaked open again, and the betrayers filed out one by one, their arms bound behind their backs and mouths gagged with cloth. Two guards led the way across the courtyard, forcing the crowd to part before them, while his King’s Guard, Kryssa, brought up the rear with a third soldier.

      Their eyes met as Braidon started back down the staircase. Kryssa’s face was gaunt, her eyes dark with shadow. She had taken the loss in the pantheon even harder than Braidon, after driving off the Elder that had been protecting them. It had been the right thing to do—the man had slain hundreds to grant himself power—but there was little Braidon could say to sage her guilt.

      They met in the centre of the courtyard. Kryssa stood a few inches below Braidon’s own five feet and nine inches. She’d retired from his King’s Guard over a decade ago, but with the rest of his Guard decimated by Marianne’s treachery, Kryssa had been forced out of retirement. Fortunately for Braidon, she had lost none of her edge. She was now his most steadfast lieutenant—though he knew she longed to go in search of her missing daughter, Pela.

      The thought reminded Braidon of his own son, Calybe, taken hostage by his wife in Ardath. He could not attack the city so long as Marianne held the boy, though such thoughts were a long way off yet. First he needed an army.

      Transferring his gaze to the condemned men, Braidon was touched by doubt. He could not afford to lose a single loyal soldier, not with the war to come. And Dominic had proven his loyalty without question. He and the others had made a terrible mistake, but…

      Swallowing, Braidon caught Kryssa’s eyes on him, and knew he could not turn back now. The energies of a hundred innocent lives flowed in his veins, lost because of the hatred in the hearts of these men. However desperate his cause, Braidon must hold to the laws of the land.

      He nodded to Kryssa, and as one they turned to the makeshift gibbet that sat in the corner of the courtyard. Six nooses had been tied and hung from wooden poles overhanging the courtyard, while matching barrels waited beneath. Kryssa and her guards led Dominic and his fellows across the courtyard and forced them onto the barrels at sword point, then looped the nooses around their necks.

      Whispers spread around Braidon as his followers realised what was happening. Several cast angry glances in the king’s direction, but most watched in silence, though he did not miss the sorrow in their eyes. Braidon felt it too. There had already been so much loss, so much destruction—and for what? To fight for a crown he had never wanted, to defend a nation that had rejected him time and time again?

      For a second he was tempted to turn and walk away from it all, to leave his crown and Chole and Plorsea behind.

      It will all be yours one day, son, his father’s voice whispered from the depths of his memory. It has been my life’s goal to make this land safe for you and our people.

      Braidon shuddered. The Tsar had been evil at the end, but once he had loved his children, had cared for his people. It had been his ambition to free the Three Nations of magic, to bring balance to the world. That had been Braidon’s destiny, to usher in the peace his father had always dreamed of.

      Instead, his rule had invited only chaos. But he knew the reason now. His wife, Marianne, had been scheming behind his back all along, plotting his downfall. Now she wished to rule, to hold herself up as the rightful queen.

      No, he could not walk away now, could not leave the world to chaos. Marianne was mad, would plunge Plorsea into another war and allow her Knights to roam freely, hunting the faithful of the Old Gods. Braidon had no choice—Marianne must be destroyed for what she had done to his nation.

      For what she had done to him.

      Shivering, Braidon forced himself back to the present. Dominic and his five fellows stood awaiting their fate and the whispers of the crowd were growing. The mood was muted, the ecstasy of their victory lost with the morning’s gloom. It was time to end this, and fast.

      “The six of you have been found guilty of mass murder,” Braidon called, stepping up before the condemned men.

      Of them all, he knew only Dominic. The former guard had risked his life to protect Braidon, had sheltered him at great risk. Braidon had promised Dominic the world for his aid, but now he stood staring down at his king in terror, and he would receive only death.

      “The act was witnessed and admitted,” Braidon continued at last, “and so I am left with no choice—”

      “My liege!”

      Braidon spun as a woman’s voice called from across the courtyard. There was a commotion amidst the crowd before Dominic’s wife, Janylle, pushed her way to the fore. Her eyes were wide and stained red, and there was a panicked look on her face. She stumbled up to Braidon, tears streaming down her cheeks. Several men made to stop her, but Braidon waved them back.

      “Please, don’t do this!” Janylle gasped. “Dominic gave up everything to serve you. Please, you are the king! Grant him pardon, and he will be your loyal soldier until the end of his days.”

      A shiver ran down Braidon’s spine as he looked at Janylle, remembering the conversation that had passed between them just a day before. She had feared losing her husband in Braidon’s war, that he would die fighting in some distant battle. But she could never have suspected this, that her husband would meet his end by Braidon’s own hand.

      But then, no one could have predicted what would happen next.

      “He murdered innocent men and women, Janylle,” he croaked, his voice close to breaking. “He murdered children. I cannot pardon that.”

      He made to turn away, but Janylle lurched forward and grabbed his arm. “Bastard!” she screamed. Braidon tried to break free, but there was no hiding from her words. “So this is how you repay loyalty? We sheltered you, protected you! Now you turn your back, defend the lives of those devils from the Order over your own people?”

      “I’m sorry, Janylle—”

      “Damn your sorries,” she spat. “Those so-called innocents were followers of Alana. They would have betrayed you to their precious queen the second she reached our gates. My husband did you a favour, ridding you of them. But you were never strong enough to make the tough choices. Now he pays the price for your weakness.”

      Braidon scowled. He’d heard enough of the woman’s ramblings. At his gesture, several of his newly appointed guards dragged Janylle away. Her screams continued long after she was gone though, ringing in his ears, in his thoughts, and Braidon couldn’t help but wonder at their truth.

      Shivering, he looked up at Dominic. The fear had vanished from the man’s eyes, and now his face was screwed up, contorted by a terrible rage. Braidon swallowed and cast a glance over his shoulder, but Janylle was long gone.

      Gritting his teeth, he lifted a hand and six guards took their places behind the condemned. Ice spread through Braidon’s stomach as they looked to him for the final signal. He wanted to be anywhere but the shadowed courtyard, but he was as trapped in his fate as Dominic was his own. There could be no going back.

      Braidon dropped his hand, and the barrels were kicked out from beneath the prisoners’ feet.
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      An entire day passed after their fight with the Knight before Pela found the strength to walk again. Even then, her entire body ached, making every step an agony. It hurt just to speak, let alone eat or drink, and so she and Ruebyn passed the time in silence. Yet with the Knight’s companions still somewhere in the mountains, neither dared wait long, and as the sun dawned on the second day, they started off around the lake.

      At her stumbling pace, it took long hours to traverse the steep slopes and reach the pass leading down into Trola. Only when she stood between the towering mountain peaks and looked down into Trola did Pela finally feel relief, that they had truly escaped their pursuers. She wouldn't let herself think about what lay ahead, about the fate that awaited if the Trolans found them.

      By the time they reached the foothills, the last of their food was gone and they were forced to scavenge for whatever scraps they could find. Thankfully the western slopes of the Sandstone Mountains were covered by lush forest, and they were able to forage for late berries and tubers dug from the roots of trees.

      Without a bow, they could not bring down any of the game they spotted amidst the undergrowth. But a dozen streams crisscrossed the landscape, and in one isolated pool, Pela found a fat trout trapped by the falling autumn currents.

      The contrast to Lonia was a welcome change. On the other side of the mountains, the land had been dry, the earth parched but for a few glacier-fed rivers, and the vegetation had been thin and unwelcoming. Now as they reached the lower slopes, tall saplings of pine and firs rose around them, providing shelter from the mountain winds.

      “A hundred years ago, great forests covered most of Trola,” Ruebyn explained one morning as they made their way down a steeply sloping hillside. “But they were almost all cut down—or burned—to make way for farmland. These trees are young, though. I guess their new king is allowing the forests to regrow.”

      Pela wasn’t particularly interested in Trola’s history with forests and farming, but she nodded anyway and offered a smile to show she had heard. With nothing else to add though, the conversation quickly petered out, turning to an uncomfortable silence.

      A distance had grown between them in the last few days. Pela had been unable to recover the closeness they’d shared the night of the storm. They hadn’t spoken about what had happened between them that night, and now she felt too much time had passed, that she no longer knew what it had meant.

      So instead, she focused her thoughts on what lay before them. For decades, Trola’s borders had been closed to Lonia and Plorsea, entrance forbidden on penalty of death. Desperation had forced her westward, but now Pela was no longer sure she’d made the right choice.

      The iron collar around her throat was a constant presence, the dull black gem at its centre an ugly reminder of her time in the darkness, her captivity. It was the collar that had forced her down this path. It marked her as a slave. Any Lonian citizen who saw her would know what she was. There was only one punishment for an escaped slave—death.

      Trola had been her only choice for freedom, but Ruebyn could have chosen another path. He had been her overseer in the mines, and while their hunters thought him culpable for her escape, he had no collar to mark him as a fugitive. He could have returned to Lonia unrecognised, could have lived out his life in peace.

      Five days after their desperate battle with the Knight, they finally emerged from the fledgling forest into open farmland. There the going became gentler, the rolling hills giving way easily to their worn-down boots.

      That day they saw no sign of any other living soul, except when Pela noticed a flock of sheep in the distance. They’d diverted from their course in case the shepherd was nearby, and when darkness fell, they’d lit no fire.

      The next morning Pela woke before the sunrise, feeling strangely alert, ready to begin the day. Ruebyn still lay asleep nearby, his eyelids fluttering in the grips of some dream. His brown hair, once cropped short, was now long enough to hang across his face. Several twigs and leaves had taken up residence in it during the night. She found herself smiling at the sight, and she gently brushed them away.

      A groan sounded from Ruebyn's throat and he twisted on the ground, his brow creasing with a frown. Then his eyes snapped open and she saw a look of panic there. He flinched away from her and half-scrambled to his feet.

      “The Knight!” he gasped, spinning around as though he expected the steel-clad warrior to come upon them at any moment. Then his senses finally seemed to return. Staggering to a stop, he cast a sheepish glance at Pela. “Sorry, bad dream.”

      Pela shivered, remembering her own nightmares, how the Knight still hunted her there. So many terrible things had happened since their escape, but the image of his mottled face as he leaned over her, the twisted nose and bulging veins and loathing in his eyes…she would never forget that face as long as she lived.

      “It’s okay,” she said softly, even as her hand drifted unconsciously to her throat, where the Knight had tried to throttle the life from her. “He’d dead. We never have to worry about that monster again.”

      Ruebyn stared at her for a long moment before sinking back to the ground. “Ay,” he whispered. “Thank the Saviour he lost his footing and fell.”

      Pela frowned at his wording. “What are you talking about?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

      They had said nothing about that brief, violent battle in the past few days. Neither of them wanted to relive those frantic moments, those brief seconds during which they had been mere inches from death.

      “You must have missed it, you were barely conscious. I was trying to reach you, but he was too quick. He had you by the throat, but the stones were loose, and he stumbled backwards, went over the edge before he could recover.”

      Pela’s frown deepened and she shook her head. “That’s…not how it happened.”

      In those last moments as the Knight tried to strangle her, Pela had found a final spark of strength within her. Pinned beneath his weight, she had been unable to fight against him, but in her desperation Pela had taken that last ounce of energy and hurled it at the Knight with her mind.

      “I…threw him from me,” she murmured, her eyes on the ground. “I don’t know how. It was like I could use my own life force against him, as if I could project my strength beyond my own body.” She looked up at Ruebyn as she finished, unable to offer a better explanation.

      He raised one bushy eyebrow. “That’s not possible.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because what you’re describing would be magic,” he replied, wearing a slightly bemused grin. “And magic died with the…Old Gods.”

      Pela scowled. “It wasn’t magic, it was…a part of me.”

      Ruebyn sighed. “Pela, you were barely alive when I reached you,” he said. “Is it possible you imagined it?”

      He held out a consoling hand, but she slapped it away and leapt to her feet. “No, it’s not.”

      “Fine, then show me,” Ruebyn replied, sounding weary.

      “What?”

      “Show me this power of yours,” he said patiently. “If you could use it on the edge of death, it should be easy to summon now.”

      Pela flashed him a glare, but after a moment’s hesitation, she closed her eyes and turned her back on him. Drawing in a breath, she tried to squash her irritation. She had felt the power flickering within her the last few days, burning hotter as she recovered her strength, but she had not tried to reach for it.

      Now she drew on her mother’s teaching, seeking to sink into the meditative trance where she had first noticed the strange power. Her mother, Kryssa, had taught it to her as a child, passing down the knowledge from her own adopted mother, Selina. As she had grown older, Pela hadn’t given the technique much thought, though she’d continued to practice during their weekly visits to the old temple.

      Pela cursed inwardly as she realised her mind had become distracted. Letting out a sharp exhalation, she focused again on her task. Meditation was meant to calm, to bring clarity of thought, but Pela was unused to being watched while she practiced. She could hear the heavy breathing of Ruebyn behind her, could sense his impatience, and it tugged at her concentration.

      Finally, she swore and swung around. “Damn you!” she snapped.

      He leapt away, eyes wide and hands raised in front of him, but Pela ignored him. Sweeping her scant belongings into the worn backpack and clipping their only dagger to her belt, she started off across the hillside. She was too angry to look back and check whether Ruebyn followed.

      It was so like him to disbelieve, to question her words. He believed in nothing but what his damned teachers back in Lon had taught him. Even his precious Saviour preached the importance of the physical, the need to push back against the magic the Three Gods had once instilled in the land. The spiritual was anathema to the Order of Alana and their followers.

      Yet Pela knew what she had felt—just as she knew that even without the Gods, there were other powers at large in the land. On the shores of Malevolent Cove, the queen had wielded some strange new magic against Pela and her friends, commanding them. Only her uncle Devon had been able to resist—and he had died for it.

      She couldn’t help but think it was all connected. Another memory flickered into her mind, of her pickaxe plunging through sheer rock, back in the mines beneath the Lonian mountains. She had been meditating then as well; had she unwittingly tapped into her own power? The thought twisted her stomach into knots—her friend Siden had been killed in the landslide that followed. If that was true, his blood was on her hands.

      Suddenly cold, Pela forced her attention to the path ahead. They were still moving through hilly country, though with the forest behind them, it was easy to see the way now. Taking her bearings against the sun, she continued southward. If they were lucky, they could keep to these backcountry trails and avoid the Trolan people entirely. The Brunei pass was somewhere to the south—it would take them to Plorsea, and safety.

      “Where is everybody?” Ruebyn asked after they had been walking for an hour.

      Pela’s head jerked up. She had not looked at him since their fight, but now she slowed, allowing him to catch up. He offered a sheepish grin as they drew level, as if to admit he had been a fool earlier.

      “What do you mean?” she asked, deciding it best to let the issue of her power drop.

      “Look around,” he said, indicating their surroundings. “This is good land, but these fields are untended. See here.” He pointed to where a cluster of saplings grew near the trail. “The forest is returning, even here. Why would they let that happen?”

      Pela shrugged. “Maybe they prefer the trees.” Then she started to laugh. “Besides, we should be thankful! We’re not meant to be here, remember?”

      Ruebyn shook his head. “It’s weird, I’m telling you.”

      “Ruebyn, you worry too much,” she said, flicking him a sidelong glance. But when he only frowned and said nothing, she let out a sigh. “Look, we’re still a long way from the coast, right? Weren’t most of Trola’s cities close to the ocean?”

      “Yeah but there were still people in the countryside, surely?”

      Realising he would not be convinced, Pela suppressed a sigh and they settled back into silence. She couldn’t help but feel as though something had been lost between them these last few days. Gone was the closeness they had found in the mountain cave. She longed for the warmth of his company, the heat that had burned in her chest at his embrace, and yet…

      Cheeks flushed, Pela shook her head to dislodge the memories. The day was quickly growing warm and while it was a welcome relief after the chill nights in the mountains, she unbuttoned her coat to cool herself. The ground was soft beneath her feet and for a time she was forced to concentrate on each footstep, lest her already crumbling boots disintegrate altogether.

      But eventually her thoughts drifted once more. Despite herself, Ruebyn’s earlier words still irked Pela. In her mind, somewhere in that awful fight with the Knight, she had been changed. Just a few short months ago, she would never have even thought about challenging such a warrior. Yet somehow she had found the courage and ability to stand against him. And this time there had been no hero to come to her rescue, no Devon or Caledan or her own mother to save her.

      And she had won. Through magic or skill or sheer determination, she had bested him. It had changed her in ways she still could not comprehend.

      And yet in a few short words, Ruebyn had denied her that victory.

      “There!”

      Pela jerked to a stop as Ruebyn suddenly let out a shout. Swinging around, she saw him pointing to the way ahead. Her gaze followed his finger, out across the rolling fields. A shiver passed through Pela as she saw the village lying in their path, nestled at the top of a nearby hill. Slate rooftops shone in the noonday sun, sloping down to brick walls that stood to either side of a dirt road.

      She glanced at Ruebyn. “I hope you’re happy,” she muttered.

      But Ruebyn wasn’t smiling. His eyes were still fixed on the distant town. A frown wrinkled his face and without saying anything, he started forward again.

      “Hey!” she cried, snatching his arm and dragging him back. “What are you doing?”

      His hazel eyes turned to look at her. “I don’t think anyone’s home.”
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      “Damnit!”

      The scream greeted Caledan as he stepped into Marianne’s apartment. He ducked as a bottle of wine went hurtling past him to shatter in the corridor. Quickly he closed the door behind him before anyone else noticed the queen’s outburst. Whatever had brought about Marianne’s sudden change of mood, the whole citadel didn’t need to be alerted to her distress.

      The queen herself stood before her desk, the contents of which were scattered about the room in various states of destruction. The sofa had been flipped on its side and the wooden chair to which he’d once been bound lay in pieces against the far wall. It looked as though a small tornado had swept through the apartment.

      “Something the matter?” he asked, struggling to conceal his surprise. Marianne was usually so controlled. He hadn’t seen her in such a state since…Malevolent Cove. He shuddered at the memory and quickly cast it aside.

      Marianne spun at his voice. Surprise showed on her face at the sight of him standing amidst the wreckage. Her auburn hair was frizzed and shadows of fatigue hung beneath her sapphire eyes. Clenching her fists, she took a step towards him.

      “What?” she snapped.

      Caledan raised an eyebrow. “That was a Lonian red, if I’m not mistaken,” he said, gesturing to the shattered bottle that lay behind the closed doors. “Your favourite, and hard to come by nowadays.”

      The breath hissed between Marianne’s teeth as she exhaled, her eyes flickering closed. Caledan waited as the queen gathered herself, and was not surprised to see that her rage had vanished when she looked at him again.

      “I apologise, my Champion,” she said formally. “You should not have had to bear witness to such an…outburst.”

      Composed once more, she gestured at the sofa. As though gripped by the hands of a giant, it rose from the ground and righted itself. Marianne took a seat and nodded for him to join her. Used to her displays of magic by now, Caledan said nothing. But after her earlier rage, he still hesitated.

      “I have had a…setback,” Marianne admitted.

      Letting out a breath, Caledan crossed to the couch and sat. No sooner had he done so did Marianne leap back to her feet. He watched in confusion as she paced back and forth in front of the sofa.

      “What…was the setback?” he asked.

      “Servo has taken Lon!” the queen exclaimed, swinging on him. “I don’t understand how. The council and the Lonian army are loyal to me. Not all the Knights in the land could have retaken the capital for the Order!”

      “Perhaps it is a falsehood?” Caledan mused. “How did you receive this news?”

      Marianne strode to her desk and searched amongst the papers that had fallen alongside it until she came up with the one she wanted. She thrust the letter at him as though it were poison. He took it and set it aside without reading.

      “Tell me,” he said quietly.

      Marianne stared at him, nostrils flaring, eyes wild. Her calm demeanour had cracked again, and he sensed this was about more than just the Lonian capital. He had never seen the queen so flustered, not even when Servo himself had threatened her son. In the two weeks since they’d driven the Elder from the citadel, Caledan had all but forgotten the man. Their attention had been focused on Braidon, on how to deal with the former king’s uprising in Chole.

      “It doesn’t say much,” Marianne said, slumping down beside him. Her eyes took on a haunted look. “And what it does say makes no sense. The Lonian army turned on itself. It was open war on the streets of Lon. Servo arrived amidst the chaos with several thousand militants—untrained civilians mostly—along with his Knights. After that, Lon fell within a day. Now they cheer his name in the streets.”

      “What does it matter if they cheer for that monster?” Caledan asked. “The people of Plorsea love you.”

      “Ay, I bought their love with peace,” Marianne said, looking away, “but what will become of their love when a Lonian army marches south? When Servo burns their villages and pillages their crops? I will become like my damned husband, loathed for my failures.”

      “You will never become like Braidon,” Caledan replied with a smile. “The man is a coward, but you have the power to stop this war before it ever begins. When the time comes, we will sweep Servo from the streets of Lon, just as you did for Ardath.”

      Marianne sighed. “There is more.”

      “What?”

      Her eyes shimmered as she stared into the distance. “You asked me once where my power came from.”

      “You never gave a straight answer,” he murmured, “but…I surmised that the Elders had found a way to feed their magic with death.”

      “That is…the essentials of the exchange,” Marianne agreed, the faintest of smiles touching her cheeks. “Though Servo and his ilk think of it as a gift from the Saviour, a way of cleansing the unfaithful from this world, of using their lives to fight against the return of the False Gods.” She snorted. “Garbage, I now realise. The Elders, like all men, were greedy for power.”

      Caledan frowned. “But you stopped the cleansing. And I have never seen you take a life, except…” For Devon, he thought, though he left the sentence unfinished.

      The queen’s eyes fell to the floor. “Yes, that was my first taste, my initiation into the circle of Elders—though I had learned to use my own life force to perform small miracles before that.”

      “Then how…do you perform your magic now? Surely the power you took in Malevolent Cove…”

      “Was consumed long ago,” Marianne agreed. “Thankfully, I have more imagination than all the Elders combined. When I first learned of their powers, I had my engineers in Lon begin work on a secret project, one that would allow me to harness the energies of many, from all across Lonia.”

      “I see,” Caledan commented, though her explanation had not told him much.

      Marianne gave a throaty laugh. “I can see the specifics do not interest you overly much, My Champion,” she said. “So I will get to the point. My engineers and I created new collars for the Lonian slaves, ones that would capture their life force upon their deaths and channel them back to me, through this.” She pulled back the sleeve of her silk dress, revealing the silver bracelet on her wrist.

      “But how does this have anything to do with Servo?” Caledan asked.

      “Not only has Servo taken Lon, he has taken my power with it. He must have gotten the truth from the council, and had their engineers tune the collars to him.”

      Now Caledan saw the fear in the queen’s eyes, realised what she was saying. Servo had stolen the source of her power, would use it now for himself. And with the power of Lonia at his back…

      “But…you were using your power just now,” he said as the thought came to him.

      “Yes, and I was fool to do so,” Marianne cursed. “The energies of all those who died before Servo stole control of the collars still rest within me. But there will be no more, not unless I resume the cleansings, and I will not countenance any more bloodshed. Not after risking so much to free ourselves of that evil.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Caledan replied with feeling. He rose and strode past her desk onto the marble balcony. Footsteps followed as Marianne joined him, and he gestured out over the glistening rooftops. “As will they.”

      The queen said nothing, only slumped against the banister. Her eyes were fixed on some distant point, and he wondered if she were already regretting her declaration. Marianne was a woman driven, and she had already shown her willingness to do whatever it took to have victory. If that meant sacrificing a few more lives…

      “From now on I must conserve my power for the confrontation with Servo,” she said, then swore. “I knew it was a mistake to let him slip through my grasp. Had I gone after him, there would only be Braidon to deal with.”

      “Had you gone after him, both myself and your son would be dead,” Caledan reminded her softly, placing a hand on her shoulder.

      It had been Caledan’s task to protect the boy while Marianne confronted the Elder Servo. But he had been alone against five armed men. In the end, he had slain four of his foes, but the last had mortally wounded him. Marianne had arrived just in time to stop the Knight and heal Caledan’s injuries with her magic.

      “You’re right, I know you’re right,” she whispered, and he saw the shiver go through her, saw the haunted look in her eyes. “I am forever in your debt for that day.”

      “You paid that debt when you brought me back from the brink of death.”

      It was true. There in that room, waking from what he’d thought to be the sleep of death, Caledan had truly become Marianne’s champion. She had given up the last of her strength to save him, had slipped into unconsciousness even. He would never forget her sacrifice. Not even the news of Braidon’s uprising could shake his loyalty. Braidon had had his chance to rule, and had failed on every front. Marianne’s day had dawned now.

      The queen smiled at his words. “Don’t be absurd. You gave your life in service to me. The debt remains, My Champion.” She moved closer on the balcony, so that her body pressed up against his. “You have only to ask, and it will be repaid.”

      Caledan shivered at the offer in the queen’s sapphire eyes, suddenly unsure of himself. He was not a stranger to strong woman, but Marianne was beyond anything he had ever imagined—powerful, elegant, beautiful. She could crush him at a whim, or lift him up to heights unimagined.

      He swallowed, thinking again of her fear, the challenges to come. Servo was a threat they could not ignore, and unlike Braidon, he was likely to act sooner rather than later. Caledan needed to be alert. He had seen men who became entangled in thoughts of love. They inevitably died, their senses distracted, their decisions compromised. Without her power, Marianne was vulnerable.

      Nodding his thanks, Caledan stepped away from her slightly and returned his gaze to the city. The distant waters of the lake shone in the setting sun. Laughter came from the queen as she reclined against the bannister, though Caledan sensed a note of disappointment beneath her mirth.

      “So, My Champion,” she said, “how shall we defeat my enemies?”
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      The thuds of swords striking shields met Kryssa’s ears as she left the Castle and entered the courtyard. A week had passed since the burning, but the air within the stone walls still stank of smoke, a constant reminder of the evil that had taken place there. So it was with relief that she felt the sunshine on her face, breathed the fresh air. Unfortunately, the sight that greeted her did little to lift her mood.

      Over five hundred men and women filled the courtyard. For the last week, she and Braidon had chosen sergeants from amongst their ranks, and grouped the remaining soldiers into regiments of fifty. Each sergeant was to command a regiment when the war finally came, though Kryssa remained doubtful of many. There were a few veterans from the civil war, but for the most part they were young souls, eager but inexperienced in battle.

      But they were still better than the majority of Braidon’s recruits. Most of those gathered had hardly seen a sword before this week, and no more than a handful showed any real promise. Given six months, Kryssa might have forged them into a half-decent force, but they didn’t have months. They didn’t even have weeks. A Lonian army was marching south, and word from the capital was that Marianne would soon ride out to meet them.

      And now Braidon needed her for something else, some secret quest that would take them from the city for at least a night. In truth, the thought of leaving Chole—and the Castle—was a relief. It might have been the strongest fortress in the city, but there was hostility about the place, as though the very stones screamed out against their presence. Or perhaps that was just her own guilt.

      Yet despite her relief, Kryssa couldn’t help but think she was needed more in the city. Morale was already low amongst the recruits after the hanging, and to leave them in the hands of the untrained sergeants was to invite disaster. Even as she watched the chaotic training taking place in the yard, one of the recruits slipped and fell. Within seconds a sergeant was at his side, screaming for him to get back up.

      Irritated, Kryssa started towards them, ready to give the sergeant a few choice words about leadership, but at that moment the clatter of horse hooves carried from across the courtyard. She looked around as the king emerged from the stables leading two horses.

      “Kryssa!” he called, and she was forced to turn her back on the beleaguered recruit.

      She watched as he approached, her mind turning again to this secret mission. What could possibly be so important that they needed to leave Chole now, when so much relied on their holding the city? What if Marianne stole a march on them while they were away? Or worse, the Order?

      “So where are we heading?” Kryssa asked when he joined her.

      Braidon only grinned and offered her a set of reins. “I’ll tell you at the city gates,” was all he said before mounting up.

      Cursing inwardly, Kryssa leapt into the saddle and directed her horse after him. At least the king looked to be in a better mood today. The strain of the past week had taken its toll on the man, adding a stoop to his shoulders and leaching the life from his face. Despite their success at taking the city, he knew they still stood little chance against the forces Marianne could muster. The army marching from Lonia had been a terrible blow for Braidon. This was the first time she’d seen him smile since receiving the news.

      They passed quickly through the city, Braidon taking the lead through the broader avenues that would take them to the southern gates. They stopped only once as they passed the central plaza, where a demonstration was just beginning.

      Braidon dragged his horse to a halt as the voices echoed from the stone walls.

      “Murderer…traitor…coward…king…”

      A vice clenched around Kryssa’s chest as she realised they were talking about Braidon. She glanced at the king, seeing the smile vanish from his lips, his fists tightening around the leather reins. As he was dressed in nondescript clothing, the crowd had not noticed the king's presence. Even so, Kryssa edged her mount forward, placing herself between Braidon and the protest.

      “Ignore them,” she hissed under her breath.

      “It’s Janylle,” Braidon replied, his voice cold.

      Kryssa twisted in the saddle, her gaze sweeping out across the square to where the crowd had gathered around the silent fountain. A woman stood above them beside a statue of King Thomas, the man that had saved Chole from Archon’s army. A shiver passed through her as the woman threw back her hood, revealing the wife of Dominic.

      “The king had betrayed us!” Her voice carried over the jeers of the crowd, her face twisted with hatred. “He says he will protect us from his queen, but it is a lie. When she comes, our king will greet her with open arms! Then our temple will burn, and the Knights of Alana will take us…”

      A roar rose from her followers, and Kryssa did not hear what else she had to say. She didn’t need to. Glancing at Braidon, she saw the rage in his eyes, and the hurt that lurked beneath. Janylle had been their friend, but that had been before…

      “Come on,” she said, urging her horse forward. “Let her rage, they are only words.”

      Braidon did not reply, but after a moment he obeyed, turning his horse and riding from the plaza.

      The sun was still low on the horizon when they finally reached the gates. They found them open and the first few wagons already trundling into the city, overseen by the fresh faces of the day guards.

      “Okay,” Kryssa said as they passed beneath the heavy blocks of stone and out onto the plains of Chole. “Speak.”

      “What?” Braidon asked, sounding distant. Then he shook himself and his eyes focused on her. “Oh, you want to know where we’re going?”

      “It’s easier to protect you when I know what’s coming.”

      The king let out a long sigh. “Sorry,” he said. “After Marianne…its difficult to trust anyone.”

      “What about your talented new sergeants?” Kryssa asked, her voice dripping sarcasm.

      “Not the most promising of recruits, are they?” Braidon asked, but despite the words, his voice gained some humour. “Not to worry—if my plan comes to fruition, they won’t matter come tomorrow.”

      “Oh?” Kryssa said as they started off across the open plains.

      Braidon grinned. “Just you wait and see,” he replied, and before she could ask any more questions, he kicked his horse into a gallop.

      They alternated between trotting and walking their horses through the rest of the morning, and all the while Kryssa grew more irritated by Braidon’s silence. They had left the road hours ago and the land around them was rugged, the bush untouched by man’s axes. Twisted trees dotted the landscape, offering scant shade against the sun. While they’d seen the end of summer, the days were still hot on the plains, the air still.

      Only as the sun started its inevitable journey towards the western horizon did Braidon finally break the silence.

      “It’s good to be on the road again,” he said, eyes on the snow-capped peaks rising to the west. “Sometimes…sometimes I wish this could be my life again. Some of my best memories are from traveling the backroads of Onslow Forest with Devon.” His voice cracked at the mention of her father. “If only…”

      Kryssa said nothing. She and Derryn had made much the same decision when they’d first discovered she was pregnant, retiring from the King’s Guard and moving to Skystead. But the decision had not been difficult for either of them. They’d known someone else would step up to take their place.

      Braidon did not have that luxury. If he abandoned his duties, there would be no one left to stand against Marianne, no one to oppose the darkness of the Order.

      “If only…” Braidon said again into her silence. “But then who would avenge Devon and my King’s Guard? Who would rally Plorsea against Marianne and her Lonian allies? Who would protect the people against the Knights of Alana?”

      Kryssa sighed. “I don’t envy you, Braidon.”

      Braidon chuckled. “Forgive me my self-pity, Kryssa,” he said, offering a sad smile. “It gets the better of me sometimes, when I see people like Janylle, when I remember how my decisions have hurt people. But I’ve always known this was my fate, to rule Plorsea. Still, sometimes it’s nice to dream.”

      “Of course,” she replied with a grin. “So is that the purpose of this trip, then? A quick ride down memory lane, before you lead the forces of good against the dark queen?”

      Now Braidon really laughed, his mirth echoing out through the browning trees. “Sadly, no,” he replied, looking more relaxed than he had in weeks. “There is reason behind my madness, I’m afraid. We’re out here looking for the tribes of Chole. They aided me in the last war, against Lonia. I’m hoping they will do the same again.”

      “And how do you expect to find them out here?” Kryssa asked, her good humour evaporating. The tribes were an unknown quality, and while they might have once allied with Braidon, there was no guarantee they would do so again. “These plains stretch for a hundred miles in every direction.”

      “Don’t worry, we’re on the right track,” Braidon said, though he did not look her in the eye. “I’ve been experimenting with this new power. I found their trail yesterday. We must be drawing near by now.”

      Kryssa’s heartbeat doubled as her eyes flicked to their surroundings. Silently, she cursed Braidon for a fool. The people he sought were nomadic and wild, and many tales considered them little better than the Baronians from whom they were said to have descended. She still remembered their mounted units from the war, how they had carved through the Lonian foot soldiers. It would be a mistake to cross them, and by trespassing on their land uninvited, Braidon risked doing just that.

      The scrub had grown up around them
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