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‘Who are the Crimson Blades? No one knows for sure. Killers, Murderers, Assassins. They’ve long been a mystery to the people of Delfinnia. Legend and myth surround them. Some say that they are just mortal men and women that kill for coin, whereas others believe that they are from the Void, some say that they serve the N’Gist cult.’ – the scholar and Mage, Guilan. 
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The blow rocked Valyn’s head to the side, causing blood and spittle to fly from his broken lips. The interrogator was losing patience. 

“Where is she?” the torturer snarled.

Valyn fixed the man with a stare through his blackened and swollen eyes. He didn’t answer, instead, he spat in the man’s face. Another punch, this time to his already battered abdomen. The pain had long since lost its effect on him, now all it did was remind him that he was still alive. The last thing he wanted. Why didn’t they just cut his throat and put an end to his misery? The door to the dingy cell opened and in stepped a tall man with a narrow serious face. His long nose was offset by a pair of cruel grey eyes that sent a shudder of fear up Valyn’s spine. The man wore the mantle of a Knight of Niveren, its pristine whiteness now stained with blood and gore. The gold star of the God they worshipped was red and frayed.

“This vermin won’t talk- without an incentive,” the man said with an almost disinterested tone. “But I know someone who will.”

A scream came from outside the cell and Valyn cried. It was a child’s scream; it was his son. 

“No, please. He doesn’t know anything, he never knew anything,” he sobbed. 

The torturer stepped back and grabbed Valyn’s long scraggly hair harshly.

“So, you can talk,” he snarled.

“That’s enough, Sir Osma. Our friend here will tell us what we want to know, or his child will suffer. Leave us. I will speak with him alone.”

“As you wish, High Inquisitor,” the torturer said with a bow before leaving the cell. 

Valyn could feel blood oozing from his lips but that was about it. His arms were chained to the ceiling, and he’d lost all feeling in them long ago. His body was a mass of bruises, he dared not look at his feet. The torturer had taken particular glee while working on those.

The Inquisitor walked to the side of the cell and picked up a wooden chair. He placed it in front of Valyn and sat down. 

“It always amuses me that you people think you can hide them from us,’ he said haughtily, ‘Wielders are dangerous beasts and that is just the trained ones. One who is untrained, well, the damage they can do is incalculable.”

“She never hurt anyone, she was just a child,” Valyn wheezed.

The Inquisitor shook his head and wagged a finger.

“No, no, no. She would have grown up and those powers at her command would have made her more dangerous than you can possibly imagine. The King’s law is in place for a reason.”

Valyn spat again.

“It’s an unjust law made by an unjust King.”

Anger flashed in the Inquisitor’s eyes. He stood up suddenly, sending the chair clattering loudly onto the cold stone floor. He moved his mouth close to Valyn’s ear.

“Seditious talk like that is all the excuse I need to send you to the block. Tell me where she is. Tell me where your witch of a wife is hiding. Do that and I will spare you.”

A sob escaped Valyn’s lips. Images of his small, precious daughter being hacked down by the Knights flashed before his eyes. They had taken her from him. He could not bear to lose his boy too. Desperation filled his heart. He didn’t know where Sena had gone. He didn’t even know where to look. She had fled as soon as the Knights had kicked down their door in the middle of the night. He looked away, tears streaming from his eyes. She had never told him she possessed magic. When their precious daughter had manifested powers, Sena had been overwhelmed with fear that she would be discovered. Then the guilt washed over him. It had been he who had been naïve to think they could keep it a secret. Another scream came from the cell next to his, muted but horrifying through the thick walls. He had to say something, anything, to try to save his son.

“She has a sister in Ridderford. She said that she would go there if she were to be discovered,” he lied. The Inquisitor narrowed his eyes and tapped his chin.

“Where in Ridderford. It is a large town, after all.”

Valyn’s mind raced. He’d only been to Ridderford once, long ago. Back then, he’d been working for the Merchant Guild. He glanced at the Inquisitor. The man knew the town well. He was luring him into a trap, one that would cost his son his life. The inn, that was it!

“She has a townhouse five doors down from the Cod and Croaked Inn,” he said, making sure to add as much misery to his tone as possible. 

The Inquisitor regarded him closely for a few moments as though reading his mind. Finally, he stepped away.

“See, you can be reasonable. Giving your wife up to the law could not have been easy. For your cooperation, you shall be freed, just as I promised.”

Valyn sighed in relief. The Inquisitor tapped the cell door and the angry-looking Sir Osma re-entered. He took an iron key off his belt and unlocked the manacles about Valyn’s wrists. He crashed to the ground in a heap and screamed as his tortured feet hit the stone. His arms slumped to his side, pain lancing through them as the blood flow returned. 

Fighting through the agony, he looked up.

“Free my son,” he pleaded.

Two knights entered the cell, and with firm hands lifted him off the ground. Sir Osma sneered cruelly, and the Inquisitor shook his head.

“That was not part of the deal, I’m afraid. Your boy is the child of a wielder. He too, may carry the curse.”

“No! I am not a wielder. There’s a chance he is like me!” Valyn begged.

“That is a risk I cannot allow. Get this man out of my sight and toss him out onto the street. Somewhere discreet, if possible. Sir Osma, deal with the boy.”

Valyn tried to resist, but he was too weak. The knights dragged him out of the cell. He could hear his boy crying out for him. He tried to say something, anything, to calm his terrified lad. The Inquisitor and Sir Osma exited his cell and entered his son’s. The boy screamed and then, with a sickening squelch, came a sudden silence.

“Corrin!” Valyn howled. From deep within he found strength, a fury the likes he had never felt before. They had murdered his children. They would die. He shoved himself free of the knights and for a split second, he deluded himself that he would achieve his aim of bringing the followers of Niveren a savage death. Instead, his weakened body gave out, and he fell to the floor with a thud. 

“Crazy bastard!” shouted one of the knights. They drew their sword and smacked Valyn in the head with the heavy pommel. The world went black.
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Awakening
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He could hear them laughing, the melody of children’s laughter. At his side, her body entwined with his, was Sena. She smiled that beautiful smile of hers and ran a finger through his black hair.

‘You must awaken, my love.’

Valyn groaned and shook his head.

‘No, I don’t want to. I want to stay here with you.’

Sena looked away, sadness on her face.

‘I wish you could. I wish we could all stay here together, safe and happy like we used to, but that world is now just a memory. A memory that you must hold dear for what you must do.’

He touched her face and wiped tears from her eyes. He was confused. What did she mean? A memory?

‘And what must I do, Sena?’

She faced him, her eyes turning hard, her slender jaw firm. Gone was the love, instead there was only a burning hatred. She reached up and grabbed his head violently, jerking it forward so that their lips almost touched.

‘Kill them. Kill them all.’

***
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“I THINK HE’S WAKING up.”

Valyn stirred at the woman’s voice, and slowly he opened his eyes. Immediately, he recoiled from the glare cast by the small room’s solitary lantern.

Another voice hushed the other and scolded the first for holding the light so close to Valyn’s face.

“Go and get Grig. He’ll know what to do.” A door opened and closed, signalling the departure of one of the voices. 

Valyn groaned. His battered body protested as he tried to move, and the room swam. Stars exploded in his vision, and he vomited. He slumped back onto the rickety bed, barely conscious.

“Hold still now. You’re in a terrible state.”

The voice belonged to a woman. At first, in his delirium, he thought it was Sena. He opened an eye, this time he could focus slightly. The woman in question was old and concern was etched onto her weathered face. She wore a green woollen shawl that she wore tightly around her long silver hair. Crossing the room, she picked up a clay jug, poured water into a mug and placed it to Valyn’s lips. 

“Drink. It looks as though you’ve not drunk a drop in days.”

The cool liquid felt like amber as it slid down his dry throat. He tried to speak, but the pain was too much. Instead, he sobbed. The dream had seemed so real. He wanted his wife. He wanted his children. He drifted in and out of consciousness. The room’s door opened again, and a middle-aged man wearing a long cloak and wire frame spectacles hurried in. He looked nervous. 

“Please Andra, I’ve told you many times that I cannot risk helping every stray you find in the gutter,” the man complained. He took one look at Valyn, and all signs of annoyance evaporated. Quickly, he moved to his side and placed the bag on a table next to the bed. 

“By Niveren, what happened to this poor man? How long has he been here?” 

The elderly woman, Andra stood at the end of the bed and shook her head.

“Not a clue. My boys found the poor devil lying in Robbers Alley three nights ago. At first sight of him, they thought he was dead, but then he twitched like one of the undead. They couldn’t just leave him there.”

Grig rifled through his bag and pulled out several vials filled with varying coloured liquids. 

“Robber’s Alley you say? I’ve known the Fleetfoots to mug people, but never have I seen them leave a man as beaten as this one. Hold him still.”

Andra and another, much younger woman held Valyn down by the shoulders. 

“This may hurt a little,” Grig said. He began poking and prodding Valyn’s battered body. He groaned in pain, but was too dizzy to resist.

“Feels like his ribs have been broken. Three at least. His hip has been dislocated as has his right shoulder. By the Gods, his feet! Every bone has been broken. What animal could have done this?” Grig muttered as he continued his examination.

“Could it have been a Nora?” the younger woman said in hushed tones. Andra scowled at her before clipping her round the ear.

“Stupid girl, there are no such things. Who’s been filling your head with such nonsense, Yasmin?”

Grig rolled Valyn onto his side and leaned in closer to get a better look at his scarred back.

“No monster did this,’ he muttered. He reached into his bag again and pulled out a small magnifying glass. “These wounds are from a chain, and these are from a branding iron. This man was tortured almost to the point of death and then dumped in the streets to die.”

Andra gasped and made the sign to ward off evil. 

“Knights-‘ Valyn wheezed. ‘Knights of Niveren.”

At his words, Grig paled. He quickly put his magnifying glass and potions back in his bag and closed it.

“I cannot help him. What were you thinking bringing me into this Andra?”

The old woman looked aghast. Grig picked up his bag and took a pace toward the door. Andra reached for his shoulder and pleaded.

“I had no clue. If I knew, I would never have asked you to come. But you are here and this poor soul needs help. I will not tell anyone, and neither will my granddaughter. Isn’t that right, Yasmin?”

“Yes, grandmother,” the girl replied meekly.

Grig stopped, his shoulders slumped, and he sighed loudly.

“I will help him,’ he grumbled reluctantly. “Is this room still warded?”

“It is,” Andra replied. She scurried over to the door and pointed to strange markings etched onto its surface. Next, she went to the room’s solitary window and pulled down the cloth blind. It too had a rune stitched into it. Satisfied that the room was indeed safe, Grig put down his bag and sat on the chair next to the bed. He gestured for the two women to leave.

“Best you’re not here for this. That way, if something should go wrong, you can plead innocence.”

The two women did as they were told and departed the room. Grig regarded Valyn for a few moments. He was unconscious but breathing. 

“So, the Knights of Niveren did this to you, did they? Are you a wielder, I wonder, or perhaps someone you know?” Grig muttered. He rubbed his hands together, narrowed his eyes and began to mutter an incantation. Light began to emanate from his palms, and he placed them over the worst of Valyn’s injuries. A crunching and squelching sound came from within his torso, and he grunted in pain. Next, Grig moved his hands down Valyn’s body and focused on his broken feet. With a sickening pop, his mangled toes began to snap back into place and colour began to return to his feet as blood began to flow once more. Grig continued this act for over an hour until he was satisfied he could do no more. He stood and shakily wiped his brow. Using healing magic on such extensive injuries for such a long time was exhausting. 

“I hope you find justice, my friend,” Grig said softly. He picked up his bag and walked to the door. He would sleep well tonight. Before he exited, he hesitated. 

“I shouldn’t do this, but I
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