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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Seeds of the past bear fruit in the present, but even an immortal loses patience. 
 
    Lokkur tapped his fingers on the ground to mimic the sound of pattering rain, feeling the mountain dirt between his old calloused hands. Vladnar was late, and each passing second made Lokkur feel sick. He washed the bile down with dark whiskey, feeling the fiery drops trickle down his chin. Why do the insane always have such poor timekeeping?  
 
    It was a mistake to come here, but without the book, his sacrifice would be for nothing. Years of solitude etched away at his sanity like the weathering of a stone. He was not ready to face the demons again. Time waits for no one, but death will wait forever. 
 
    The sky turned the colour of a hideous bruise as the day wrestled with the inevitable onslaught of night. Dark clouds loomed in the distance, marking the beginning of a thunderous storm. Lightning raced to the ground, scorching the earth in flashing bursts. The air smelt damp and heavy, forcing vibrant flowers to cower and bow. A beautiful sight, but tonight it gave him shivers.  
 
    Lokkur felt a vibration beneath him. He stared at the ground and closed his eyes. The madman is close, he could feel it. A hush of anticipation swept across the mountaintop in the silence that followed. The wind stopped to listen, holding its breath as the vibration grew into a tremor. Sweat formed on his brow despite the crisp winter air.  
 
    He saw him from the north, a man on a black horse, descending toward the forest below in a heartbeat. Animals froze in place as the horse pounded its hooves into soft mud. They trembled as the stillness in the air silenced their surroundings. 
 
    Lokkur sat cross-legged on a grey, mossy boulder. In his lap, he held a rod of shining gold, inlaid with ancient runes. His red cloak wrapped around him like a shield while he watched the approaching rider. The man hung low in the saddle, urging the beast to ride until its last breath. Wild-eyed and flesh sweating, the horse tore up the mountainside until it was out of the thick green forest and onto the flat plateau of the mountaintop. 
 
    The man’s black cloak whipped behind him as the wind released its breath, blowing leaves around him in swirling motions. The world sighed in relief as the horse slowed to a canter.  
 
    Lokkur pulled the cloak tighter around his shoulders. The soft wool clung to his back as he tried to relax his body and mind, but a sense of peril swam in his guts like a belly full of eels. It was time for their meeting, and the remaining sun hid behind the dark clouds, casting the men in a dull grey light.  
 
    He watched with trepidation as the rider stopped at the edge of the tree line. He vaulted from the saddle and strode towards him with purpose. Thoughts of impending doom wrestled with what remained of his courage, but it might have been the full bottle of whiskey he drank earlier.  
 
    Lokkur studied the man and furrowed his brow, “I trust you came alone?”  
 
    His priest’s robes were jet black with flakes of brown and yellow mud. A black cloak and hood flowed behind him to reveal a shock of long dirty hair. His bent nose hung over his top lip, and his mouth formed into a crazed smile as he regarded Lokkur. His description as a wretched beast seemed warranted.  
 
    Vladnar spat into the mud, “No one is foolish enough to follow me.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but dangerous men often have dangerous enemies.” 
 
    “Don't waste my time with riddles. What do you want and why did you drag me up this mountain?”  
 
    Lokkur went to rise but stumbled and knocked over the whiskey bottle with shaking hands. If Vladnar noticed, he didn't show it. “My message was clear, yet you refused to come before. Why did you change your mind?” 
 
    The newcomer surged toward him in leaping bounds, causing Lokkur to take a step towards the cliff edge. “Call it curiosity, Mage. I ignored the first message you sent, and the second. Yet you persisted to track me down. Why?”  
 
    Lokkur raised his hand. “Stop, Vladnar. That’s close enough to hear my words.” Vladnar continued towards him, increasing his pace with every stride. With his hand raised, Lokkur pointed to the ground with an open palm. Vladnar’s boots skidded on the wet mud, and he came to a halt. He wrinkled his nose as if smelling his own filth, but he stayed still, for now.  
 
    Lokkur’s heart raced and the energy within him stirred. “I need your help, Vladnar.” This man was too raw and dangerous to trust. It was a mistake to come here. He would be better off finding the Necromanex on his own. Too late to back out now. “I heard of your reputation as a healer in the mountains of Moray. It is said you have helped many people.”  
 
    Vladnar bared his teeth. “What do you know of my past?” 
 
    “Enough to know there is a power inside you, a voice so faint it is less than a whisper.”  
 
    “How…how do you know of this Mage?” 
 
    “You have a gift, Vladnar, as I do. A greater calling in this world that requires a sacrifice of both body and soul.”  
 
    Vladnar bowed his head. “Then I’m not alone in this world.” The softness of the gesture shocked Lokkur for a moment. But the man raised his head, and the sinister smile returned.  
 
    “You’ll not be disappointed. What I offer you in exchange for finding the Necromanex will change your life forever. It is a book of immense power.” 
 
    “Get on with it, Mage.” 
 
    Lokkur smiled. “Very good, let me show you something.” 
 
    They walked to the edge of the mountain and stared towards the city below. The mountains formed a protective ring around Elrancia, a city built deep within an ancient crater. In the distance, the high bridge of Elrancia dominated the skyline, separating the powerful from the weak, the rich from the poor.  
 
    “What do you see when you look upon the city?”  
 
    The priest’s breath was vile, and his teeth were yellow and rotten. “Opportunity, indulgence, weakness, and power.”  
 
    Lokkur shook his head and laid a gentle hand on the man’s shoulder. He flinched and knocked the hand away.  
 
    “You see things through the tinted glass of someone suffering. Is that what you seek in this world? The city before you is putrid, decaying, and corrupt, but it is also a source of joy and happiness. It is a microcosm of the world, where indulgence leads to debauchery but hope leads to revolution.”  
 
    Vladnar growled. “Fires within, I said quit your riddles.” He paused for a moment and pumped his fists, never taking his eyes of Elrancia. “I have wandered this land for many years. Pain and suffering follow me like a rabid dog. When I first heard the voice of Heraldaz, I was afraid. He came to me in a dream one night. He told me to cast out my family and friends. The voice of Heraldaz is the only companion I need. He gave me a task, and I only seek to gain the power needed to fulfil his wishes. If there is power in this city, then I’ll take it and swallow it whole.”  
 
    “The voice of Heraldaz?” Lokkur tried to hide his shock. Did he think the energy within him was the voice of the one god? There is too much at stake to be playing games with the insane. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’re mistaken, Vladnar. It is not the voice of Heraldaz you hear, but a gift from him. He doesn’t speak to you, but he has given you tools to help him restore the balance between our world and eternal peace. The Afterworld is in danger. Let me explain to you.”  
 
    Vladnar turned to face the mage with eyes like fire. “Lies! How dare you question Heraldaz? I’m the only true messenger of his word.” 
 
    Lokkur considered the deep, mad eyes of danger. They stared back with violent intent. He wished Palias were here to talk sense into him. Vladnar’s face took on a blood red hue. The air became thick and heavy as the rain lashed upon the duo. He gaped at the chain around Lokkur’s neck and pointed to it with a fleshy, white finger.  
 
    “The amulet, it calls to me. Why?” 
 
    With a sigh, Lokkur held the amulet of three interlocking rings in front of him. “This amulet is the conduit for our power. Without it, the power lays dormant, bubbling away like simmering water. What you have experienced without it is only the beginning of what you can achieve with it. It gives us the means to defeat the demons guarding the Afterworld. Come with me and you can learn to harness the energy because I’m too close to the Necromanex to stop now.” 
 
    Vladnar stared deep into Lokkur’s eyes as if searching for the real reason he needed him. “You only seek to use me for your own ends. I have heard of you Lokkur. Your sins are no less than mine. What happened to the women and child I cared for in the village?”  
 
    “Flies on the back of lions, Vladnar. I offer you the seed that becomes a tree. The seed for the next cycle of man. I offer you sacred wisdom. The wisdom of life, and of death. I offer you the art of creation, and the gift of unity to our gods.” 
 
    Vladnar averted his gaze and shook as if a fever caught him. “If you are who you say you are, then you have nothing to fear in the next few moments.” 
 
    As Lokkur opened his mouth, coldness exploded within his stomach. It spread to his heart and mind in seconds. The handle of a knife protruding from him. Vladnar turned the blade, and Lokkur felt a sharp tear within him. How could this have happened? He tried to reach for his staff, but Vladnar had his foot on it.  
 
    He dropped to the wet mud, his lifeblood seeping out of him in thick red clots. A hand rushed towards him and grabbed at the amulet. He tried to seize Vladnar’s wrist but his hand wavered, unwilling to rise.  
 
    Vladnar’s face loomed closer. “I told you I hate riddles.” He tore the amulet from Lokkur like snatching a child’s toy. The grinning face of the madman loomed over him. The words he could not force from his lips ran through his head. We will meet again, Vladnar. 
 
     He prayed for the people of Elrancia as his world turned to darkness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Five years later 
 
      
 
    “Who sent you?” said Aleks. His battered face was the result of a hundred punches. His mouth felt wrong, like his jaw hung by his knees. He pushed his swollen tongue through the gaps where his teeth used to be.  
 
    “Death sent me.” The hooded man slid closer until Aleks could make out his face. Cold blue eyes edged from the darkness of the hood like glowing icicles. “There are two types of people in this world, sparks and embers. The soul needs both if we are to survive this world. Sometimes out of the ember comes a spark so bright it illuminates all before it, for a time at least, before it, too, fades and dies. Sparks are those that rise high and fast only to falter and fail. You chose your fate the day you murdered your father. If you remained the ember, you would have lived a long and happy life, burning long and content in this world. Your ambition and greed have cost you, and I’m here to extinguish what life remains.” 
 
    There was little emotion in the voice. The words sounded rehearsed a thousand times. Aleks curled into a ball on the floor and prayed. “Will you let me go?” 
 
    “From this world, yes. The Bridge of Lies awaits you with open arms.” 
 
    Before Aleks could speak, the man was upon him. A cold knife slid across his throat. He slipped from this world to meet his fate in the Afterworld. 
 
    “Father,” he tried to call. “Forgive me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daelin lowered himself into the leather chair. He removed his hood and ran his hands through his black and grey streaked hair. He sighed as the victim’s blood pooled around his feet. “Another mission, another death.”  
 
    A bottle of whiskey lay on the table, and Daelin poured himself a glass. The whiskey felt like fire as it made its way down his throat. The smell of alcohol was preferable to the sweat and fear of the man below him.  
 
    Daelin peered at the body and rubbed his eyes. Aleks’s mother came to the Vipers with evidence that her son had killed his father. By her own wishes, her son lay sprawled in a pool of his own blood, moonlight reflecting off the tears rolling down his cheeks. Once those tears fell to the wooden floor, they would never flow again. It was a decision she could never take back. Daelin shook his head. He struggled to understand how anyone could kill their loved ones. I never knew my parents, so how would I know?  
 
    Daelin studied his hands. They looked clean, but you could never wash away a bloody past. He felt the scars on his throat, moving his hands up and around the old wound before it stopped at the nape of his neck. The garrote would have been a horrible way to go. His left thumb was stiff, and he grimaced as he tried in vain to move it. Daelin plucked a grey hair from his head and closed his eyes. He squeezed it as tight as his old hands would allow. He stared at the corner of the room and winced at the memory of his bones creaking in the shadows. It was a wonder the boy did not hear him.  
 
    “You’re a fool, Daelin,” he said through pursed lips.  
 
    The Vipers were his family, but tonight’s mission proved that family bonds can break when weighed with gold. It was a sobering thought, and it soured the sweetness of the whiskey. He downed the contents and licked his dry lips.  
 
    Daelin replaced the glass on the table and ripped off a piece of the man’s shirt to clean his sword. In the dark, it was difficult to see the black blade, which made it a deadly weapon when drawn in the shadows. He cursed at the spots of blood on the edge as if they were rust. I strive for perfection, but I’ll settle for excellence tonight. It can be a fearsome weapon, patience. One that separates the old assassins from the young. But the time you spend thinking will be the time you die. Now he spent too long reflecting and, on another mission, it could cost him his life. 
 
    Daelin rose from the chair and his bones clicked. He stalked over to the window and slid his hand along the ledge until he felt the chill of the night. The rain had stopped, but the wind howled over the city like a banshee. As soon as the leaves turn crimson and sun-kissed, the wind howls down from the Elrancian mountains. The gusts can throw you from a rooftop if you’re not careful.  
 
    Daelin regarded Aleks’ still body, where quick but powerful violence once again determined a man’s fate. The contract specified he break and bloody the body before discovery, but that was not his style. He had never questioned the ‘why’ of killing in his youth. War made sense when an enemy scaled your walls, but years of hunting criminals, merchants, and even priests, took its toll on his mind and body. These thoughts he kept to himself. He longed to be away from the filth and grime of Elrancia, living a life which did not involve death and destruction. Yet the blade still calls to me. No matter if I lock it away in the darkest depths of the guild, it sings its song of death and I answer.  
 
    Daelin slid through the window and onto the shingle rooftop, shifting towards the edge where his grappling hook lay. The granite buildings are packed close together in the east of the city, and those that sleep with one eye open might happen to investigate the faintest sounds. It would only take one set of eyes to alert the city watch. He slid his knife and tools around to his front and rappelled to the street below.  
 
    Searching either end of the alleyway, he landed with the softest of touches on the cobble stone. His breath rose in the air like tiny wisps of mist escaping with his soul. A low murmur came from the end of the alleyway. He slipped inside the frame of a door and pushed his back against it. The shadow enveloped him like a dark blanket. It sounded like two men, one old, the other young. Daelin sniffed the air. Woods smoke. The rattle of chains and metal rang out as they neared. Vladnar’s priests. Daelin felt the pommel of his blade and gripped it tight. The men passed Daelin without a glance, their red robes hung loose around their bodies, the bottoms of them singed black and covered in ash. Each carried a halberd in their left hand as they marched in silence down the alleyway and out of sight. 
 
    Pulling his hood tighter over his head, Daelin moved along the edge of the wall, shadow upon shadow, until he came to a small courtyard. High walled dwellings hovered over Daelin like towering stone giants, always knowing and accusing. The priests entered a church at the edge of the courtyard through a giant wooden door laced with iron bars. The place looked more like a barracks than a place of worship. Two priests stood guard at the front, their grey masks pulled tight about their faces to give them the appearance of a drowned corpse. The executions will only increase as they gain power. He would need to report this to Wulfrid. 
 
    Daelin squinted his eyes as the rising sun sent spears of light through the gaps of shadowed buildings. A mull of people gathered to set up stalls for market. Bakers, grocers, and artisans used this space to earn their living, never knowing the dark world that lay under their feet. Smoke rose a few streets away from the latest gold mine. Even the rich cannot escape the greed of miners. Their tunnels spread under the city like a disease. One day they might stumble upon the tunnels of the Vipers, the assassin's guild. 
 
    Daelin stalked around the edge of the church and into an alley at the end of the square. After a time, he reached another market. He became one with the crowd, smelling fresh bread and honey. He admired the colourful displays by the city’s best artisans. He wanted to be like them, an end to all the killing, and to start a new dawn where he could be anyone and do anything. His tool bag hung at his side, bouncing off his thigh like a child calling for his attention. 
 
    As he moved towards the centre of the city, the high Bridge of Elrancia dominated the skyline, thousands of paces high. From the northern mountains to the southern mountains, across the entire crater, it rises from the earth like a colossal demon, bathed in shades of orange and red in the morning sun. The kings of old built it to remove themselves from the peasants, brick upon brick, until they spat on them from the clouds. On a clear day, it blocks out the sun for half the city. It separates the rich from the poor, the powerful from the weak. The castles, palaces, and arenas, gleam in the sunlight. The shanty city of Elrancia sprawls around the foundations of the bridge and out towards the mountains. Down in the gutter, it’s cramped and dirty. If Heraldaz had an arsehole, this would be it. 
 
    Daelin stopped when he saw further evidence of the holy war between the Asha monks and Heraldaz priests. A smoking pyre crumpled at the crossroads of two alleyways, shards of tattered brown robes lay amongst a sea of muddy footprints. A large crowd gathered for this one. News travels like wildfire amongst the poor, so he walked among the people for a time. Daelin watched and listened. Two executions in the royal square today. More Asha monks would succumb to fire and ash for worshipping the wrong imaginary ghost. 
 
    An hour later, he skirted the side of the soldier’s barracks at the foot of the spire, the central column of the Bridge of Elrancia. The wooden cable lift inside the central column takes you to the Pinnacle, but soldiers guard the entrance like a bear guarding its cave. There is no other way in unless you climb up a sheer face thousands of paces high. To live up there was a dream for most people. Daelin dreamed of the day he could leave Elrancia and live in solitude. I’m too old for dreams; those are for children who have yet to taste what the world has in store for them. 
 
    It was time for Daelin to return home to complete his report to Wulfrid. His dreams stayed outside the walls of the guild like an unwanted guest. He walked through a garden and down a set of stairs towards a bronze circular door. Daelin used this door often. The wrong step at the wrong time would set off various traps. One click, two clicks, three clicks, death. The mechanism to open the door was near the hinges, and he pressed and pulled the various pins needed to enter. 
 
    Years of living in the shadows trained Daelin’s eyes to work in the dark. When shrouding yourself in darkness, the eyes search frantically for light. A flicker of fear comes, and your mind runs wild with imagination about what lurks in the shadows beyond. It is only with light we see the truth, and once shapes start to appear, the mind relaxes. The bricks along the narrow tunnels were alive with algae and moss. Daelin stepped over the corpse of a rat as it washed through a grating and into his path. Disgusting, but at least he could sleep at night knowing he was safe. 
 
    He weaved through the tunnels using his senses to guide him. In the past, many who wandered down into these sewers never returned. After a time, he saw a faint shard of light from under a doorway. He pushed the door open and breathed deep. The guild is a series of antechambers. Each chamber holds a purpose such as living quarters, mess, and armoury, and practice area. There is a library where Daelin would frequent as a boy, ready to learn about the outside world. Daelin found books on philosophy and language fascinating, and there would be piles of them stacked to the ceiling. 
 
    He reached the end of the corridor and opened the wooden door to the living quarters. The first Vipers built the cells, allowing space for the twenty assassins. No more, no less in their five-hundred-year history. Each assassin would lay their head and pray for peaceful dreams, but it was rare for such dreams to exist. Sleep was hard to come by. The slightest sound would echo around the chamber. Daelin slid into his room with the lightest of steps. 
 
    His room was small and narrow, just big enough to fit a single bed and a desk and chair. Each item at perfect right angles to each other. He lit a candle and filled the room with his shadow. Water dripped onto his desk, and he cursed. It left brown stains to ruin the symmetry of his room. On the desk was a box decorated with ornate silver leaves. The box had with been him as far back as he could remember. It contained a ring of polished steel and cut ruby. Daelin removed the ring and held it tightly in the palm of his hand before placing it back in the box. You abandoned me. 
 
    He removed his cloak and sat at the desk. He pushed his wet hair from his eyes and squinted at the paper in front of him. When he finished the report, he folded it in two and placed it inside a drawer under the desk. As he turned to leave, he noticed a small envelope on the bed. It showed the wax seal of the Vipers on it, two snakes biting down at each end of a dagger. Opening the letter, he read the following, 
 
      
 
    Daelin, 
 
    I write to you at a crossroads in our history. 
 
    We shall meet tomorrow evening in my study. 
 
    Your leader, 
 
    Wulfrid     
 
    Daelin frowned at the letter. He read it again to be sure. What crossroads? Did Wulfrid know he planned to leave the Vipers?


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leoh stumbled from the mansion on shaking legs. He ran his hand along a rough-cast wall for support. His mind struggled to process the outcome of his meeting with Charlotte’s father. You failed. The world turned grey around him. He reached the end of the wall and found himself in an alleyway. Dull shapes of men and women formed in front of him, but he could not make out their faces. He put his hands out as if to plead for help.  
 
    “Are you okay, young man? said one of the shapes.  
 
    Leoh sucked in a deep breath. “I do not know. I’ll be fine, I think.”  
 
    “By the light, you need to rest.” 
 
    The shape in front of him formed into the figure of a middle-aged man. He wore brown robes, tied at the waist with a thin red sash. His feet were bare and caked with mud. 
 
    “A monk of the Asha?” Leoh said as the onslaught of panic faded.  
 
    “Come with me, son. You need to sit.”  
 
    The man led him to an inn in the middle of the alley. He ushered him inside with a hand on Leoh’s shoulder. The creaking sign named it The Crow’s Revenge. The inn was small, but its solid timber floor was clean. Most inns’ floors were hay or hard-packed mud. Occasionally, they would become swamps when the rain swept in. A small fire in the corner of the room warmed his bones. The weary embers breathed in shades of grey and orange.  
 
    Leoh’s head cleared, but the deep pain in his stomach remained. He needed a drink to steel his nerves before going to Charlotte's house. The thought of breaking the news to her filled him with dread. Leoh choked on the dust of his dreams as he entered the inn. 
 
    He sat next to the monk at a small table by the window. The glass was cracked in several places, allowing shards of light to poke through the dusty panes. A serving girl brought over a draught of ale for Leoh and water for the monk. Ale is often a remedy for heartache, next to hard whiskey. Yet the bitter drops often leave your mind bitter as well. 
 
    “Ale please, madam,” said the monk. The serving girl scurried away and brought another small glass of amber ale. The glass thudded against the table, sending a foamy brown wave over the edge and through the cracks in the table. The ale dripped onto Leoh’s leg, and he grimaced. 
 
    Leoh raised an eyebrow, “I didn't think monks could drink?”  
 
    The priest cackled into the glass. “Water is more dangerous in this city than a belly full of horn peppers. In my home city of Holden, you can drink water straight from the source. Last year I saw a man urinate into a water tower. Ever since then, I have never felt the need to drink anything but ale.” 
 
    The smell turned Leoh’s stomach, but he forced it down. A couple laughed at a table next to him. He glanced over to give them an icy stare.  
 
    “I see pain in your eyes, young man. What troubles you?” 
 
    Leoh stared deep into the brown swirling liquid. He gulped the ale down without breathing. He glared at the priest with weary eyes. “I’m about to lose the love of my life.” Leoh glanced over at the serving girl. “Another ale, please.” 
 
    The monk smiled, “We have all loved and lost people we care about. Yet there is always balance in life. By accepting this, we allow ourselves to embrace the new love we find. You’ll not find happiness and contentment through self-pity.” Oh, but I will monk, trust me. Before my cup is drained, I’ll be the proud owner of a banging headache. 
 
    “Holm is my name,” said the monk. 
 
    Leoh reached out and shook the monks hand. “Leoh.”  
 
    “Strange name for an Elrancian,” said Holm. 
 
    “I moved here when I was a child.” 
 
    They drank in silence for a time. Leoh stacked the glass jars in front of him and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. Anymore jars and the monk would disappear behind a wall of glass and dregs. He shut his eyes and the room spun. When the monk did not leave, Leoh sighed. “You really want to hear what happened?” 
 
    The monk nodded and lounged in the chair. Any lower and the innkeeper would have to scrape him off the floor. “Tell me. Sometimes a problem disappears when you say it aloud.” 
 
    Leoh stared out the window. The people outside distorted and twisted behind the panes of glass. He licked his lips and faced the priest. “Have you ever poured your soul into something, only to see it destroyed?” 
 
    “You’re talking to a man of faith, son. It is a daily battle for us.” 
 
    A spark caught Leoh’s attention. It soared from the fireplace and cascaded dull and grey towards the floor. When a fire danced, Leoh watched. He felt his blood pulse through his veins. Flames fascinated him. There is something about the pulsing heat that soothes the mind. His father claimed that a flame has all the answers, if you know where to look. 
 
    Leoh closed his eyes. “I had him in my grasp. He would have said yes.” 
 
    The monk leaned in closer. “Who,” he said. 
 
    Leoh gulped some of his ale. The wounds were raw, but the monk would not leave him alone until he finished.  
 
    “Charlotte’s father. I asked him if I could marry his daughter. He doesn’t approve of me. Thinks I’m a speck of dirt that he can scrape off his shoe.” 
 
    “What’d you do to make him form that opinion?” 
 
    Leoh laughed. It was loud enough for people to turn and stare at him. “I smashed his pride and joy, the light of his life.”  
 
    The monk frowned. “Which is?”  
 
    “His model boat.”  
 
    The monk let out a long breath and smiled. 
 
    “You’re laughing, but he spent years building it. He lacks the final piece, a figurehead in the image of his daughter, Charlotte. I knew he commissioned every able carpenter in the city to make the figurehead. When one failed to carve her beautiful face, he sought another. But they did not know his daughter like I do. I know every curve of her face, the way her cheeks rise as she laughs, the light in her eyes when she eats something sweet. I know all this because I love her.” 
 
    Leoh pulled a wooden figure out of his shirt pocket and laid it on the table. “I spent weeks making this, carving each line with the love and attention that it deserves. It was my gift to Lord Harlin. To win him over.” 
 
    The priest studied the figurehead with wide eyes. “It is a work of wonder, Leoh. You have an artist’s touch. So why are we not toasting your engagement?” 
 
    Leoh raised his hands to show the monk. The shakes were not as strong as before. “I knocked over his boat when I placed the figurehead on it. Smashed it into a thousand pieces. My hands are not my own when the nerves kick in.” Even now, he felt sick. Her father’s face spoke of death rather than banishment for his crime. “He will not forgive me.”  
 
    He remembered the hours he spent carving the figurehead of Charlotte. The books he read on whittling and polishing. The care and attention to detail to match the contours of her face. Once Leoh set his mind to something, there was not a man in the city that could stop him. He learned the guitar by sitting on Manfred Hill and listening to the bards. After Charlotte claimed a leading role in a play, he built the props for a pirate scene, complete with wooden waves that rolled. He learned from the old books he inherited from his father and absorbed every detail.  
 
    “Quite the pickle, Leoh.” The monk cupped his hands around his drink and sipped his beer. He smiled at Leoh, the same way his father used to smile at him when he said something foolish. “Forgiveness can be found, in time. When we are betrayed, the heart is always the first to feel the pain. Treason is a dagger wielded from the shadows. Charlotte will still love you. Her father will forgive you. Trust in your own heart, brother. If you know your dreams and wishes, it will never betray you.” 
 
    The smell of a lit pipe filled the room, the smoke pooling at the feet of an old man with a sleeping dog. Leoh shook his head, “I do not think you understand, friend. Hope and love are dirty words in this city.” Leoh thumbed the edge of his glass. He felt a little dizzy, but he downed the rest of his ale and wiped his mouth.  
 
    “Another ale,” he shouted across the room. A serving girl slammed it onto the table. It caused more ale to spill through the cracks in the wood. He downed the ale and winced. “Thank you for your kindness, but I have a life to ruin.” He tossed a handful of copper coins on the table. “For the ale and your wisdom, monk. Thank you.” 
 
    Leoh was on his feet before the monk had a chance to reply. He reached out as if to speak, but Leoh moved on. Something caught Leoh’s eye as he made his way towards the door. Behind the inn keeper, in a glass case, was a bottle of MacKaren whiskey. The sight brought him back into a pit of despair. He vowed that one day he would buy a case of that whiskey and smash every bottle. His eyes drowned in the sight of it, and he longed to taste whatever made it so valuable. The words of her father came flashing back. One drop of this whiskey is worth more than you could possibly make in a month. 
 
    Leoh worked damn hard to run his book store, but unless he had the original copy of the Heraldrium, signed by Heraldaz himself, he would never have more than two copper coins to rub together. He walked towards the innkeeper and stood at the serving table.  
 
    A bang from the doorway brought Leoh back to reality. Two priests of Heraldaz, dressed in red robes, marched towards him. An awkward silence descended upon the inn. Wide eyes followed the priests towards Leoh. The priests set their hands on the slab of old oak next to him. This could get messy.  
 
    He afforded a quick glance in their direction but one of the priests caught him staring. The man’s long brown hair covered most of his face, and his stare bored deep into Leoh’s soul. The men smelt of smoke, the scent catching on the back of Leoh’s throat. He gave a rattled cough into his sweaty palms. Wood smoke? Like they have been lighting fires. Naughty priests. It can only mean one thing in this city.  
 
    One of the priests pointed at the innkeeper, “Two ales, and make it quick.”  
 
    “Right you are,” said the innkeeper, a burly man with a bushy white moustache.  
 
    Leoh tried to leave but his legs stiffened. It was as if an invisible chain locked him to the floor. The monk of the Asha sat at the table and turned his head towards the newcomers. The old man with the dog turned his chair and sat with his feet up, watching Leoh through the veil of his long white hair. Can this day get any worse? If you’re going to abandon me, Heraldaz, you should get in line.  
 
    One of the priests considered his ale as if he dropped his last coin in it. “Another awful day, wouldn't you agree?”  
 
    “How so, Yallin? They deserved their execution, did they not?” 
 
    “I don't know if I can take any more of this. I did not devote my entire life to Heraldaz just to kill those who do not believe in him. The teachings never stated we should be—” 
 
    “Fires within, you’re like a wet blanket in the middle of winter. Are you questioning your faith, brother? If you were not my closest friend I’d string you up.”  
 
    Yallin rummaged inside his cloak and produced a mask. He slapped it down on the table in front of Leoh. This was the closest Leoh had ever been to one. The face was human-like, but grey and weathered. Bloody maniacs. You give a man a religion and he uses it to make an army. As if we do not have enough problems in the city. 
 
    Yallin set his glass down next to the mask. “All I’m saying, Dravis, is that the Asha monks are human beings like you and me. Do you not feel pity for them as we throw them from the gallows or burn them to ashes? The central tenet of every religious tradition is that all others are mere repositories of error. Intolerance is naturally intrinsic to every creed. So why do other religions not fight back? Are we the bad guys or the saviours?”  
 
    Dravis turned to face his friend, laying a hand on his shoulder. “If Vladnar heard you talk like this, he would kill you where you stood. You were always too quick with your words to do the hard work Heraldaz requires.”  
 
    Leoh had witnessed the public executions in the streets of late. The holy war between the Asha and Heraldaz was out of control. He was sure the Asha would call it a holy ‘slaughter’ considering they do not believe in violence.  
 
    “I know he would, and it scares the life out of me. I know he hears Heraldaz, but the high priest shouldn’t haunt my dreams at night,” said Yallin.  
 
    “Vladnar wants soldiers and loyal priests. He has something big planned.”  
 
    “Whatever it is, I hate wearing these fucking masks. I don’t care what they symbolise.” 
 
    “You wear the mask, wield the halberd, and fight for everyone you love. Do not confuse this world as the true battle. We will ascend as heroes and fight by Heraldaz’s side to restore the Bridge of Song. Those who believe otherwise are tainted by chaos and must be purged. The Asha monks are just the beginning,” said Dravis.  
 
    Hushed tones whispered all around as the two men spoke. It was as if the world wanted to listen in to what they had to say. The innkeeper backed away a few paces to distance himself from the two men. The monk slipped towards the doorway, but his shadow cut across the inn. A glass jug flew across the room and smashed him on the back of the head. He fell into the street with shards of glass in his neck and face. Blood flowed from multiple wounds as he rolled to one knee. Leoh gripped the end of the bar with both hands, too frightened to move. There is a moment when a man chooses to be the hero, to save the monk and fight for those in need. Leoh shut his eyes and prayed instead. 
 
     Yallin grabbed the robe of the other priest. “Dravis, you fool?” Dravis knocked it away and made his way towards the door, his feet pounding on the wooden floor. “We are under orders to arrest and question all those who do not believe Heraldaz is the one God.” He kicked the priest into the mud. A cry of pain echoed inside the walls of the inn. Shards of glass littered the floor.  
 
    Leoh watched as the two men drove the face of the monk into the mud, holding it there for what felt like an eternity. The monk’s legs kicked, and he spluttered gasps of air as he fought to survive. Small bubbles burst on the surface of the brown puddle. They dragged him to his feet and marched him across the alleyway and into another building. The door slammed behind them. A woman screamed, the sound piercing Leoh’s ears and ripped his heart.  
 
    Whatever his own troubles, at least he could go home. Leoh bolted from the inn. He needed to get back to Charlotte and feel her warm embrace.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leoh squinted at the sky through the gaps in his fingers. The sun reached its zenith and skimmed the edges of high bridge of Elrancia. People hunkered down to eat the scraps they found for lunch. A beggar held his hand out, but no one spared him anything. With mines collapsing every day, the wealth of the city seemed to plummet with it. Those who work in the mines, weigh up the choice of death or gold. Only the insane chip away at rocks hundreds of paces below. He heard of one man who found a golden nugget the size of his fist. In his excitement, he climbed a thousand rungs of a ladder to reach the surface. But before he breathed the clean air, his tired legs gave out, and he fell to his death at the bottom of the mine. 
 
    The incident at the inn left a sour taste in his mouth. He failed to help the monk in return for his kindness. I’m not a hero, but I should have found a way to help him with words instead of swords. As soon as he walked into fresh air, the drink hit him like a hammer. His vision stretched, people shifted and disappeared in front of his eyes. His legs pulled him sideways until his shoulder rattled against a wall. Fires within, this is not a good time to be drunk.  
 
     After a while, he saw the rubble of a collapsed mine. It had sucked the terraced housing down like a monster from the earth. Nobody cares where the people build their homes. The mine could have been there for hundreds of years, filled in with earth after it serves its purpose. A group of men used a rope to haul up survivors. He remembered passing them earlier like he was above them, a higher being of some sort. Guilt washed over him, and his cheeks burned. He joined the back of the line and helped the men pull up a little girl. Her face was covered in dust, but she smiled. Leoh knelt next to her and ruffled her hair. “Where are your mummy and daddy?”  
 
    “Lost,” the girl said. She coughed into her hands and Leoh winced. “My grandfather is over there.” She pointed to an old man kneeling amongst the rubble. He turned and saw them, a smile lit up his face as the girl ran towards him.  
 
    It took him a further hour to reach Charlotte's house. He opened the iron gate at the bottom of her garden. The hinges creaked like an old man’s bones. Rose bushes lined the path as it wound up towards the main door. He turned the bronze handle and stepped into the dim light beyond. 
 
    He saw her by the marble fireplace, the love of his life. She turned her head, smiled with tender lips below soft dimples. Her blue eyes shone like sapphires in the light from the open door. Long brown hair flowed over her shoulders and down her back. His heart melted like butter. To Leoh, she is the most beautiful woman in the world. 
 
     Charlotte laughed. “You smell like old ale.” 
 
    Leoh’s shoulders sagged, but he attempted a lazy smile. “That’s because I was in an alehouse, sweetie. Anyway, it is better than the smell of the cheese shop next to my shop. Drives the customers away I think.” His smile evaporated, and with it the facade that he was happy. He slumped into the leather chair next to the fireplace with the grace of a sad and beaten man. The warmth sent a rush of heat to his face as he tried to relax. Her father would be calling on her later no doubt.  
 
    “What’s the matter? Did my father give you a job?”  
 
    He rubbed his temple with his thumb. Fatigue dragged him down, and he slouched in the chair. Why would I allow you to marry my daughter when I have worked so hard to provide her with every opportunity in life? 
 
    “I think we both agreed I was not qualified enough to work with ships,” Leoh said, trying to mask his disappointment. The lie came too easy. The taste of ale haunted his mouth.  
 
    “Well I think we should celebrate, don’t you?”  
 
    “Why would we celebrate?” The shock of her reaction brought fresh hope. “I don’t think my failure to impress your father is a reason to celebrate.” Penn Harlin’s words etched into his brain. To share a MacKaren whiskey with you would be a complete waste, and an insult to the great man who created it. 
 
    “The celebration is that I love you, and it’s miserable working for my father. You wouldn’t be happy, and you don’t need a new job. You have a job you enjoy, and we will spend more time at the theatre. Let’s go for a meal, my treat. We can have lobsters at the new inn down by the Randal district.”  
 
    “I’m not sure I’m welcome there anymore.” 
 
    Charlotte put her hands on her hips and shook her head. “Nonsense.” 
 
    She came over to sit on the arm of the chair and gazed deep into Leoh’s eyes. She smelled wonderful, but her close presence increased his apprehension. Leoh launched himself up and walked over to pour himself a drink from a jug at the other end of the room. Fires within, I feel pissed. I should sleep this one off before I do something stupid.  
 
    “Why do you love me, Charlotte?” he asked, staring deep into the fire. He could feel a lump in his throat. Lit candles added to the light, but it felt like he was in darkness. 
 
    “I love you because you’re a good man.” 
 
    “Not good enough, is it? Not in this world, and certainly not according to your father.” His plan to avoid stupidity was now a distant memory.  
 
    “In my experience, good men are rare. This world is cruel and unjust sometimes. Someone like you has the power to make me feel safe and loved. You do things for others without a second thought.” 
 
    Leoh shook his head. It felt like a swarm of bees infested it. “A good man? Your father was right; a good man is not enough. I know why you never mentioned me to your father before. I can see that now. There are worlds between you and me Charlotte. He would never allow you to be with me.” 
 
    “What did my father say to you?”  
 
    “I can’t do this,” Leoh said. The words spilled out of his mouth without thought. His hands shook uncontrollably. Thoughts returned to him of his dead mother and missing father.  
 
    “Do what?” asked Charlotte. 
 
    “Be the man you deserve. Your father was right.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? What do you mean?” 
 
    “I can’t afford to buy you jewellery or anything more than the cheapest ale. I cannot afford to support you in the way you deserve. You need someone better than me, someone who would make you happy,” said Leoh. Tears flowed down his cheeks. It tore at Leoh’s heart when he saw Charlotte's eye quiver in response. He knew he was a coward.  
 
    “And how do you know what I deserve, Leoh? I moved away from my father’s home to be with you. I asked you to move in with me to this house, but you were too proud to leave your own place. If you want to leave me, don’t make it about what I do and do not deserve. Be a man and make a decision,” said Charlotte.  
 
    The walls caved in. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Charlotte. I have to prove your father wrong.” The words come out hard. They form awkward shapes in his mouth like a mute talking for the first time. He made his way to the door and out into the street, ignoring the cries behind him. This was all too much. The dull ache in his stomach returned, and he vomited down a side alley. He would prove her father wrong, even if it killed him.  
 
    People stared at him as he ran, but they appeared distorted through the tears in his eyes. He remembered the day his father left, and the promises he made to come back but never did. Leoh ran until his legs ached and his lungs threatened to burst. Sweat poured out of him, and his clothes stuck to his back.  
 
    As he navigated his way along the busy streets, he dodged gaping holes in the earth where houses would have been. Elrancia was rich in wealth from a vast range of minerals, yet people continued to build shelters inside the mines, clinging to life in any way they can. Once the summer rains started, they would regret their decision. Leoh heard the thud of axes breaking stone, carts wheeling heavy rocks, mixed with the laughter of children playing hop scotch. The kids would break their backs in the mines as soon as they were old enough to swing a hammer.  
 
    He turned the last corner before home and stopped to take a breath. The stench of the cheese shop overwhelmed him. Welcome to your life, and welcome back to the gutter of Elrancia.  
 
    Leoh frowned when he saw a man peer through his shop window and bang on the door. His long black robe marked him as the high priest of Elrancia. There was an entourage of bodyguards with him, all dressed in red robes. As Leoh stepped around them to open the door, he spotted a sickly child-like grin emanating from the priest’s face. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    The night markets in Elrancia are a grand affair during the autumn harvests. Everybody from noble lords to merchants come to sample the city’s finest street food. Juliette’s mouth watered at the smell of peppered beef from the mountains of Moray, and her eyes drank deep in the sight of a roasting pig on a spit. Scholars claimed you could tell most things about a culture in the way they displayed their food. The smells were intoxicating as she stalked the couple ahead of her. 
 
    Beyond the stalls lay the grand theatre. An audience gathered, laughter burst from a crowd, sending their cries far into the night. Alchemists from Usavia showcased their latest wonder, glass domes filled with something that produced bright colours. The market became a festival of light as red and blue hues washed over the crowd. Juliette looked at their faces and thought of blood. 
 
    A couple turned to sample some local bread before making their way further into the crowd. Juliette cursed and followed. She lost sight of them as they moved out of the square and down a side alley. She felt the pommel of her blades and licked her lips.  
 
    Her eyes adjusted quickly to the darkness of the alley. The couple walked around a corner and out of sight, but their shadows betrayed them to linger a moment longer. As she glided forward to peer around the edge, the moonlight reflected off the water at her feet. She caught her reflection in the quivering pool. There was sadness to her face tonight.  
 
    She used the shadow as a tool, moving between the dark spaces with lightning speed. She was skilled enough to stay undetected by anyone, except Daelin perhaps. The couple walked up a set of stairs and into a small garden. Juliette knew she would have to get into position. She ran along the edge of the alleyway and climbed onto a balcony. From there, she edged onto the lower rooftop, which overlooked the garden below. There were many trees, but none of them bore leaves. This made it easy for Juliette to track the couple as they walked along the path to the monument.  
 
    Juliette knew the significance of the stone marker and the bronze plaque at its feet. It was uncommon to see death markers in public, but she knew this one well. If anybody read the words carefully it would read ‘Juliette Lostara - Loving Daughter,’ for it was her death marker, and the couple were her parents. She closed her eyes and a small tear cascaded down her cheek as she remembered their last conversation. A simple argument, and one forever etched into their memories of her. She felt the scar on her face and traced its line from the side of her mouth to her cheekbone. The price we pay for vengeance.  
 
    She saw her mother kneeling before her grave, body shaking. Her cries drifted towards the rooftop. She wanted nothing more than to tell her she was alive. Her father put a hand on her shoulder to comfort her. That was always his way to handle grief. Her father was the rock of the family, strong yet sensitive, with the kind of eyes that danced. She was so close she could shout to them. As always, she drew back into the shadow and kept silent. If she allowed her parents to know she was alive, it would violate her conditions, and death would come not just for her, but for her parents, too. The guilt never ceased after all these years.  
 
    Once her parents left the garden, she followed them towards the night market. Juliette drew her hood up and pulled her cloak tight around her shoulders. Despite the open fires and crowds of people, a chill came over her. Her mother turned her head and stared in her direction. Two pairs of emerald eyes met for the first time in years. She held the women’s gaze for a moment before she cursed and walked away. Her mother could always sense when she was nearby. 
 
    Juliette moved away from the crowd and into the cold, dark night. Her heart shattered for another year.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Juliette frowned at the monk with contempt. The alleyway was narrow. There was nowhere to run. Nobody would hear him scream.  
 
    Her hood was up, but she smiled anyway, “Time’s up, monk.” 
 
    “I’ll not fight you daughter of Heraldaz.”  
 
    “I don’t expect you to fight, I expect you to die. But you have me on a good day, I’m giving you a chance to defend yourself. At least take one of my knives and die a man. Its more than I gave my last target.” 
 
    “You do not understand anything about us do you, daughter?” 
 
    “Don't ever call me daughter again.” The memory of the market still fresh in her mind.  
 
    “I’m sorry, it’s just I don’t understand why we are targeted. We have done nothing to you. We lived in harmony with those who worship Heraldaz for many years. Homes are torn apart by the new laws enacted by the high priest and families driven to violence against each other. As monks of Asha, we can inflict no violence upon another soul.”  
 
    “It’s not personal,” said Juliette as she edged along the alley towards the man. “Your name is on the list, and the list enslaved me years ago. One day, I hope to fight on your side again.” 
 
    The monk’s back was against the wall, and his hands were flat against the stone. Rat’s eyes shone in the moonlight as they scurried around Juliette’s feet. The monk held her gaze.  
 
    “Then walk away from here and know you have not sinned.” 
 
    Juliette smiled, “I’m afraid an order is an order, monk. It’s your life or mine in this world.”  
 
    “You have no understanding of the world, daughter. You live at the whim of creatures ready to bathe your soul in the blood of others.”  
 
    “It’s your life, or my family’s life. There is no debate.”  
 
    The monk lowered his gaze and frowned at her. “What are you staring at? Have you never seen a scar before, you bastard?” Juliette was upon the him in a heartbeat. She leaped forward like a wild animal and drove the knife into the monk’s neck. Blood sprayed the walls in gushing bursts before he fell into the mud. The rats were upon him in moments.  
 
    She cocked her head to one side. “I warned you not to call me daughter.” She wiped her knife on the man’s robes. A sweet feeling filled her, and she embraced it. It washed over her in a wave of adrenaline. When did I become this monster? Was it the day Valerie died? She licked the scar on the inside of her mouth, feeling the soft ridges of a wound that never healed.  
 
    She made her way out of the alley and along a stream. It smelt like someone took a shit in a bucket of piss. She retched as she followed it through the city. Everything found its way into the water in Elrancia. It was hard to find fresh water this close to the centre of the city.  
 
    She followed it until it flowed into a larger tributary of the Rohar. The river ran from the mountains, through the city, and into the sea to the east. She veered north into a busy street, her feet slapping in the dark puddles as she ran. If she followed the river it would have taken her east towards the docks and towards the ocean, but her plan was to find one of the guild doors close by.  
 
    Late night drinkers packed the streets. Her hands felt the chill from the night air, but once she was within the crowd they warmed. Juliette could sense a kind of fear amongst the people. Their gestures lacked passion, as if each person was afraid to express emotion on the chance someone noticed them. Every word sounded like a whisper as they talked. She felt eyes on her as she waded through the crowd. Are they staring at my face? The next person is dead meat. She twisted her knife into the leg of a man with dreary eyes and drink down his chin. He screamed, but not before Juliette was out of the crowd and into the dark night.  
 
     The high bridge of Elrancia was directly overhead. The pillars were so high it was impossible to climb them. Many tried and paid for it with their lives. Juliette spat as she thought of those who lived up there. Did the rich ever spare a thought for the poor in the city below them? The shanty buildings scaled the great pillars like creeping vines. Homes stacked on top of homes, rickety wooden walkways and ladders strapped together with withered rope. A man gazed down at her and waved before pissing over the edge of his home. Wretched fuck.  
 
    At the end of the street was a crossroads, and Juliette continued north until she came to a small garden. She opened the gate and stepped inside. It was the fastest way to get to the guild door and out of the crowds. 
 
    Juliette stopped in her tracks. A huge shadow moved across the bright yellow moon. She turned and scanned her surroundings, reaching for her knives underneath her cloak. Juliette flared her nostrils and breathed deep, tossing the knives between her hands in a show of bravado. Spots of blood reflected on the knife edge. She cursed, then tiptoed to the end of the garden and around the stone building. Something scraped behind her like metal on stone. Her heart raced, but she saw nothing but her wet footprints on the grey cobbles. You’re fucking paranoid. Yet, I remember sitting in a pile of my own filth as a jailer scraped the cell keys against the rocks. Pain normally followed.  
 
    She dropped the hood of her cloak, revealing her smiling scar to the world. Juliette licked her lips and felt the rawness of the wound. No one will hurt me like that again. Her long hair swept behind her as she rolled her shoulders. Everything was quiet apart from a bird squawking in the trees above her. She tried to ignore the bird as she focused on the direction of the scraping. Her hands felt clammy, and she resisted the temptation to rush back the way she came.  
 
    “Drop your knives,” said a voice behind her. It was a smooth and powerful but void of emotion. The edge of a blade pressed against her neck, and a hand grabbed her wrist, crushing it with brute strength. Juliette tensed while she considered her options. There were none. Cursing, she dropped the blade in her left hand but still held onto the right one.  
 
    “The other blade as well, Viper.” Whomever the voice belonged to, they knew who she was, which meant they must wield power in Elrancia. Reluctantly, she dropped the other blade. The tiny bones in her wrist cracked under the strain. Disabling their grip felt impossible.  
 
    Juliette set her jaw and snarled. “If you’re going to kill me, just do it?” She wasn’t going to beg for her life, but she didn't want it to end either. The desire to see her family alive as a free woman burned deep.  
 
    “Do as I say and I’ll release your family. Refuse, and they will hang.”  
 
    “Who are you? What do you know of my family?” Her stomach heaved from the smell of old blood on the man’s clothes. This was not his first kill tonight.  
 
    “Your mother and father loved you deeply. It was pathetic the way they cried over your grave. You led me right to them. It’s sad really, what they will go through unless you bring me what I seek.”  
 
    Coldness settled over Juliette. The man must have watched her last night. She led her parents into a trap. 
 
    “What do you want?” said Juliette, trying not to shake with rage.  
 
    “So, you believe me, good. Congratulations on taking the first step in our new relationship. I want you to help me find a book called the Necromanex. You will check your guild of assassins. If you don’t, your parents die. If you mention this to anyone else, your parents die a worse death. The more you disobey, the crueller their fate.”  
 
    “I don’t know anything about this book.” 
 
    “Then you’re less likely to betray me. I’ll watch your every step. You have talent, I feel your muscles trying to force my hand. I see your feet shifting to throw me over. Such a move would be your death.”  
 
    Juliette felt the pressure of the knife and the grip on her wrist fade. She spun on her heels to face the man behind her, but he was gone. Fantastic, a bloody ghost as well as the world’s strongest man.  
 
    She picked up her knives and ran as fast as she could towards her parents’ house, knocking over people who stood in her way. She breathed heavily, and her legs felt like anchors as she made her way across the city. I’ll not lose them the way we lost Valerie.  
 
    Her parents were not rich, but her father worked as a clerk down one of the mines. She remembered the day he brought back a small golden nugget, barely the size of a baby’s fingernail. He told her it was their little secret, but the next week they moved into their new house. Her father was not good at keeping secrets. 
 
    She reached their street and crept into the shadows. If he lied, and she stormed into their house, they would see her, and it would mean the death of them all. The Vipers did not make idle threats, and it was an order from the king. She would need to check they were home, and then figure out how she would get revenge on whoever threatened her.  
 
    She moved to the edge of the widow of her parents’ house and peered inside. Darkness. Her soul cried out when she turned the handle of the door. They always locked their door once the sun set. Mother was paranoid about street rats breaking in. Juliette scanned behind her, then pushed the door open with the end of her knife. The floorboards creaked as she tiptoed across the floor. Her eyes adjusted to the light, and she could make out grey objects on the floor. As she moved closer, she saw an overturned chair and table. A mouse scurried in front of her to feast on a pile of leftover food and smashed plates. The smell of smoked fish hung in the air, and she felt it cling to her cloak. The knot in Juliette's stomach tightened with every step.  
 
    Her heart sank as she saw evidence of a struggle. Un-made bed sheets and scattered clothes. A candle in the corner burned to a stub, and there were shards of broken glass on the floor. As the evidence mounted, she wanted to scream at the top of her lungs. Her biggest fears played out in front of her as she found a drop of blood next to the bed. She walked over to the table where her mother kept her personal items and picked up a hand drawn portrait. It was of her mother and father. The artist captured her smile perfectly. Hurt and shame filled her, and she would burst if she did not let it out. She pulled out her knife and stabbed the bed repeatedly until her arms ached. Exhausted, tears formed in her eyes and soaked the sheets below her. She got up and replaced the knives in her belt. There were feathers on her cloak, and she brushed them off.  
 
    Juliette picked up the drawing of her parents and hid it in a pocket under her cloak. She would find this Necromanex. Her parents were all she had left. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leoh fumbled with the rusty set of keys. The wild-eyed men edged closer with quiet impatience as he searched for the one to open the shop. The turn of the lock granted a quick reprieve as he swung the door open and stepped inside. It was the only place he ever felt safe until today.  
 
    Dark shapes formed in front of him, familiar, and comforting. The books lined the walls like house bricks, a protective shield against the outside world. Ah, my old friends, always ready to welcome me home. You never judge me for my mistakes. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the low light. He knew he should clean the dust from the windows to allow more light in, but he always forgot. The floorboards creaked as Leoh shuffled towards the oak desk. He lit some candles and placed them around the shop. The toll of the doorbell rang out as someone else entered the shop. A shiver ran down his spine and he squeezed his eyes shut. 
 
    As Leoh turned to greet his new guests with a smile, he realised the men with the priest carried halberds with golden shafts. Are they painted or real gold? The church must be filthy rich. If I sold one of those weapons, I could buy Charlotte her own theatre. They fanned around him in a semicircle, blocking all escape. They wore grey, human-like masks, which to Leoh, suggested there was something inhuman underneath. 
 
    The man in the black robe stepped forward. His long dark hair and beard gleamed from sweat. He glided towards Leoh with one eye brow raised. Around his neck hung a chain with three interlocking gold rings. I recognise the pattern from somewhere. The man’s eyes focussed on Leoh. Something about his stare made him want to run for his life. The smile returned, showing broken and yellow teeth.  
 
    The newcomer spoke in a low and heavily accented voice, “Do you know me?” Leoh could only shake his head, unable to speak. His mouth was dry, and his mind reeled after the argument with Charlotte. “My name is Vladnar, and I’m the high priest of Elrancia, adviser to the king.” The smile never faded as he spoke, revealing teeth flaked with dark spots. “I tell you this because I want you to know how serious I am. If you lie to me in the next few moments, we will burn down your shop with you inside. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Leoh nodded, paralysed by the man’s eyes. The threat carried like a hammer blow. Everything about this man felt rotten, from his appearance to the smells that lingered in his mouth after he spoke. Yet something about him made Leoh long for his company. Perhaps it was the chain around his neck. What kind of priest is this? 
 
    Are you the owner of the bookstore?” said Vladnar.  
 
    The back of Leoh’s legs rubbed against the table. He didn’t realise he backed away. He smelled garlic and alcohol on the man’s breath. It made Leoh want to vomit. His voice came out in an inaudible blubber. “Yes, I’m the owner, sir. Can I help you with something? The works of Vivarian perhaps?” Leoh dragged his eyes beyond the priest to focus on his entourage. One of the priests picked up a lit candle. He held it towards a stack of books to inspect them. The flame licked dangerously close to the old paper.  
 
    Vladnar ignored the request. “You have something I need.” He waved the medallion in front of Leoh’s eyes and held it so tightly that Leoh thought he was going to break it. “I have tried every store in the city to find a book with these three symbols on it. A testament to the curiosity of man that it seems to have escaped my grasp until now.” 
 
    The gold was dull and flaked with dirt, but he could sense power within it. Something didn't sit right with him, like a scratch he couldn't itch. He wanted to reach out and take it from him. 
 
    Leoh shook his head. “I’m afraid I don’t recognise them.” For some reason, he thought it better to keep his vague memory of them to himself. Yet, lying to the high priest would result in prison or a hanging.  
 
    Vladnar stepped on Leoh’s foot and shoved his dirty beard into Leoh’s face. He whispered into his ear, “An interesting answer. I’d believe you if it wasn’t for the sweat on your brow and the shake to your voice. Do I scare you, young shopkeeper? Or are you simply trying to make me look a fool?”  
 
    Leoh scanned the room for an escape, but the red robed priests lowered their halberds to point the steel tip at Leoh’s head. Sweat poured down his face and trickled down his neck. With all the bodies in the small shop, the air felt thick and heavy. Leoh struggled to breathe. It was as if he was buried alive with a dozen corpses.  
 
    Vladnar turned his head and smiled at the nearest guard. He pointed at him with a long white finger. “You’re wondering about the masks? I assure you, there is nothing unnatural underneath. Yet, there is nothing more intimidating than a human mask on a human face, don’t you agree?” 
 
    The bell rang to announce a new arrival. Leoh glanced over Vladnar’s shoulder as another priest enter the shop. With his long blond hair and dark skin, he could be from Iria, to the far west. He wore no mask, and his easy smile set him apart from his surroundings. He held a curved sword in his right hand, and a copy of the Heraldrium in his left. He stepped up to the priest and mentioned something in Vladnar’s ear. The smile faded from Vladnar with a twist of the mouth. The man shuffled backwards as if he delivered the news of a dead parent. Vladnar grabbed the book and launched it across the room, missing Leoh’s head by a hair’s width. Without a word, they made their way out of the shop and into the street.  
 
    Leoh sighed. He tucked his hands under his armpits to stop them from shaking. He did not think he could take any more of this. All he wanted was Charlotte, but it was too late. Why did nobody respect him? Damn everyone to the Bridge of Lies.  
 
    The last of the priests walked past his window. He stopped to look at Leoh through the dusty panes. He saw the dark circles of his eyes through the mask. The priest stood there, motionless. Get out of my life, you bastard. He did not have answers for anything they wanted whether they believed him or not. The priest’s shoulders rose up and down, as if laughing at him, before slipping past the window to catch up with the others. Leoh scratched his chin and thought of the amulet with the three interlocking rings. It tugged at the threads of his memory. He would try to remember in case Vladnar came back. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two days later 
 
      
 
    A loud bang and Leoh snapped awake. He woke in a fit of panic, his eyes scanning the room for danger. Dust flew from the pages of an open book at his feet. In truth, sleep evaded him since he last saw Charlotte. His pride was an anchor until he proved her father wrong. What other ways could he win him over? If there was a future with Charlotte, her parents would play a role in it. She would never abandon her mother and run away with Leoh. A man like Lord Harlin could reach across the world and pull her back with a single word. Maybe I can build the boat for him, but a proud man likes to do things on their own. When Leoh set his mind to something, nothing could stop him. His father said he was stubborn like his mother. 
 
    He picked up the fallen book and studied its cover. It was about the life of Anjiro Makarai, a philosopher and warrior who was never bested in battle. Historians claim he killed his first foe at the age of thirteen and became an unstoppable force of destruction while searching for his family’s killers. His entire life was devoted to one purpose until he eliminated the men responsible. The final kill sent Anjiro’s mind into a trance like state, and he was unconscious for three days. After he awoke, he vowed never to take another life again.  
 
    Leoh loved stories like these. As a boy, he always wanted to live like Anjiro. The problem was, anytime Leoh found something good in life, something snatched it away. Like Anjiro, Leoh thought of searching for his father, but he was too scared to think what happened to him, so he buried his head in his books and forgot the outside world. He vowed to have the courage to one day make the journey. Charlotte was the one good thing Leoh had in his life, now he was back to brooding over his books in a dark corner.  
 
    It was mid-afternoon and Leoh decided to take a nap. Trade was atrocious this morning, and he figured a few minutes’ rest would do him some good. He trudged up the stairs as if his boots were made of iron. One by one, the steps overcame him until he was safely upstairs. He made his way through the jungle of books which littered his living area, being careful not to tread on the dusty tombs.  
 
    His living space was out of control. Books piled up everywhere, on the couch, under his bed, even hidden with the pots and pans in the kitchen. The pile around the window ledge threatened to block out the sunlight. Leoh sat down on the bed and laid his head on the old feather pillow, and it was not long before he was fast asleep.  
 
    A ringing bell woke him from slumber. It came from downstairs. Too tired to move, he shouted out, “We are closed.” The bell sounded again to signal the person leaving. He did not care if they stole anything. Nothing was of any value anymore, apart from his love for Charlotte. 
 
    “Charlotte,” Leoh said softly. Just saying her name made his heart beat faster, followed by a stab of regret at how he treated her. He could not apologise, and he could not go back there. He needed to find a way to gain her father’s respect. Your pride will drown you one of these days.  
 
    Leoh sat up, rubbed his eyes, and put his boots on. He must have slept longer than he planned. The last rays of golden sunshine peeked through his window. Cursing at sleeping so late, he got up, walked over to the larder, and removed some bread and cheese.  
 
    He sat down at the round table in the centre of his living area. He finished the meal without leaving a single crumb. His stomach rumbled and argued for more sustenance, but the shelves were now bare. He checked his pockets for money, but his hands clumped nothing but soft cotton lining. 
 
    The air felt different tonight, as if there was an invisible force dragging him down. With a sigh, he wandered downstairs to check the small purse where he kept all his takings. He kept it hidden away at the back of the store under a pile of books about collecting horseshoes, figuring it was such a dull subject that no one would ever read them or pick them up.  
 
    Leoh gasped at the pile of scattered books, revealing nothing underneath. A mosaic of books lined the wooden floor like coloured tiles, but the purse was missing.  
 
    Nausea returned, to remind him of his incompetence. Leoh rushed to the mess of books and threw them over his shoulder, desperately searching for the missing purse. The more he threw, the deeper his mind drowned in the thought of what would happen if he lost it.  
 
    “Stolen? It’s been stolen,” Leoh cried. It was here this afternoon. 
 
    Leoh remembered the bell ringing. The unknown customer walked in while he was upstairs, and Leoh stupidly shouted that the shop was closed. He should have locked the door in the first place, but none of it mattered now he was penniless. Might as well throw myself down the closest mineshaft and hope to wake up on a bed of gold. What was he going to do now? There was rent to pay, food to buy. Any money he saved to take care of Charlotte was probably being spent in some tavern, the thief laughing into a mug of fine ale at the expense of Leoh. Two generations to build a book store, one generation to destroy it.  
 
    In that moment, Leoh did not care. He did not care about the money, he did not care about food, and he did not care about Charlotte. He became numb to the feelings of love that blossomed since he met her and embraced the darkness which enveloped him since his father left. He recognised the transformation and knew its grip on him would wrestle with his mind. There was nothing he could do about it.  
 
    Leoh got up from the dusty wooden floor and walked upstairs to his bed. He shut the curtains and got under the covers to lose himself in negative thoughts. When he tried to push it away, it pushed back. When he tried to call out for help, there was no answer. He tried to recall the events of the last day and knew it was too late. Everything was on top of him. Lord Harlin refusing his daughter to wed Leoh, the fight with Charlotte, the threats from Vladnar, his stolen purse. These were black markers in a game with only one winner. 
 
    This thought was not a new one for Leoh. He played this game before and came away physically unscathed but mentally weakened. There were deep depths of darkness, and loneliness, and depression like a boulder of weight always on his back. It slowly broke him every day, and while he said, “Enough!” it said, “No.”  
 
    What future did Leoh have? What was so important that he needed to carry on in this world? He had nothing of value, no parents, no real friends, and now he did not have Charlotte To get the money back would require serious hard work and time. He could give up the store, but what else would he do? Break his back in the mine or beg in the streets? Working at the theatre would offer even less income to care for Charlotte. All he wanted to do now was sleep, hoping his dreams would transport him to fight alongside Anjiro Makarai and become a famous warrior as he was. 
 
    Leoh did not want death. He did not actually want to die, but the pain of caring and the fear of living his current life to its full sounded like an endless torture, unbearable to endure until fear overwhelmed him. It was hard to get back up once his own mind betrayed him. You’re worthless Leoh, hopeless and wretched. In his mind’s eye, he saw an image of a man dressed like High Priest Vladnar beating him with his fists, and every time he tried to get up, a crack of a whip made him cower and plead. He became aware this was the deepest depression he had ever faced, and he faced it alone again. Apathy, malaise, and sadness. Life felt muted when he was like this. Colours were not as vivid, food became tasteless, and there was a feeling of never being able to accomplish anything, trapped within a prison of pointlessness.  
 
     “I’m not a coward,” he said softly into his pillow. 
 
    “I’m not a coward,” his voice grew into a loud crescendo. 
 
    “I AM NOT A COWARD,” he roared and gasped for air.  
 
    Opening his eyes, the room was as black as it was within his mind. He got out of bed and opened a box of his father’s possessions. He needed to feel the connection with his father once more. Inside was a blue-waxed jacket. It had four pockets on the outside and round wooden buttons to close the soft fabric around you, allowing you to feel the smooth silky liner inside. Leoh felt the urge to put the jacket on over his white button-down shirt. The jacket was a good fit, having grown to the same tall height and slim build his father was. Leoh tried a lopsided smile, but the edges of his mouth felt like they were chained to the floor. He remembered the last time he wore this jacket. He stood on a bridge, his eyes fixed on the black water of the Rohar. Charlotte talked him down from jumping with failed promises.  
 
    This was Leoh’s chance for a clean slate. He would drop the boulder and stand tall in a new life. But only if he had the courage to end this one. Charlotte would be better off without him. 
 
    He went downstairs, gathered a length of rope, and made his way back up to the living area. The roof was made up of dark wood beams, and one of those beams would play a leading role in Leoh’s final act. He swung the rope up and over the beam and let the other end fall back down. With still hands, he tied a practised hangman’s knot in a length of the rope, he was confident it would hold. From there, he tied the other end to the heaviest item he could find to hold the weight. 
 
    Tranquillity surrounded him as he went about the task of setting up his theatre of death, but with no crowd to witness it, there was no real hurry. It was as if he was not in control of his body and a stranger punished his weakness. This is not you, Leoh. You’re beyond these feelings. But why do I feel something push me towards this. An unseen hand guiding me towards the cliff edge. 
 
    Leoh propped up a stack of books to serve as his final stage. It was ironic, the books that gave Leoh joy and happiness in life would also act in his death. Once he was happy with the height, he stood up on the top book as it wobbled under the weight. The smell of garlic and wine filled his nostrils, and Leoh scrunched his nose. Fight this madness.  
 
    He put the noose around his neck and tightened the slack in quick succession. A small voice in the back of his mind said, “Don’t do it,” but the loudest voices belonged to Vladnar and Lord Harlin telling him to get on with it. The voices seem so real. He cast his gaze around room, and then down at his feet one last time. It felt like he stood on the smallest island in the ocean, and this tiny platform was the only thing stopping him falling in and drowning. As he brought his hands up to check the noose, he brushed against a flap in one of the pockets of his father’s jacket, revealing a small letter inside. Intrigued, yet still aware of his current situation, his mind broke away from its depressive spiral and unfolded the paper. Leoh turned it around so he could read what it said; 
 
      
 
    Dearest Leoh. 
 
      
 
    I am writing this letter because I know you better than you know yourself.  
 
    I have hidden this letter in the one place I think you would turn to in a moment of great desperation. 
 
     I know you live with the weight of what happened to your father on your shoulders.  
 
    I know the only person who can remove it is you.  
 
    Please do not give up, Leoh. Because all we really need to survive is one person who loves us. 
 
    And you have her. I’ll wait for you always.  
 
    I love you,  
 
      
 
    Charlotte 
 
      
 
    The tears burst from Leoh’s eyes. He struggled to comprehend the power of the words. There are moments in life when a single word can transform you from one feeling to the next, and it is those shifts in emotion that awake your true self. There was love in this world after all, for him and for Charlotte. She was right. He could be loved and give love back. Who cared what her father thought? He was going to marry her, and the world could take a jump if it tried to stop him. 
 
    With a smile, Leoh felt for the knot around his neck, but as he shifted his weight, the books fell away, and he dropped onto the noose. The rope pulled tighter and tighter, and Leoh thrashed his arms and legs. The pressure built up around his brain, forcing his eyes to bulge. He wanted to live, but the noose told him, “No.” His head felt like fire, while his body felt like ice. Stars formed in front of his eyes, and he slipped in and out of consciousness.  
 
    As the memory of Charlotte’s face slipped from his mind, there was a tiny burst of energy from within him. It felt like the flicker of a tiny flame inside his chest. The fire spread outward, giving him strength from within. His neck burned, the pain was unbearable. Leoh slipped out of consciousness and into darkness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leoh opened his eyes to a world of pain and terror. He fought for air in short wheezing breaths. The noose swung like a pendulum above him as he lay on his back. What happened? Why am I not dead and swinging? His throat burned like hell, each breath a vicious battle. He reached for his neck and felt the deep gashes produced by the rope, knowing they would scar for life. He remembered a burning sensation within his chest, but it was purifying, liberating, as if it flushed away his pains and gave him strength. The feeling could not explain how he ended up on the ground, the noose still intact. 
 
    “Charlotte’s letter,” he croaked. The letter changed his mind and gave him the lease of life he needed. The words dragged him out of his darkened state. Leoh struggled to rise and coughed like an old hag. Red and green mucus dripped from his mouth in thick clots. No way to explain the bruises and burns without coming undone. His arms and legs felt like heavy iron rods. 
 
    Leoh felt the jacket on his skin and closed his eyes. He realised his father meant more to him than he could know. He missed him terribly and would never forget the night he left. The jacket was all he had to remember him while he was gone. Once he healed, he would visit Charlotte. She said she loved him, and now he believed it. She knew if he set his mind to something, he would go through with it. This was not the first time he tried to kill himself.  
 
    A crash came from downstairs, followed by the sliding of a lock. His mind launched into the present with a jolt. He dropped to the floor and listened to the sounds of boots, rumbling across the floor beneath him. He crawled to the end of the room and peered down the stairs. 
 
    “Have you found it yet?” said one man.  
 
    “Do you think they would hire us if they knew it was easy to find?” said another man. 
 
    “What are the chances of this Necromanex book being here anyway? Even the name gives me the creeps. We tried every book shop in the city, and this one ain’t no different.” 
 
    Necromanex? Leoh thought. The name escaped him. He assumed it was the book Vladnar craved. Leoh felt the same shiver he got when the high priest Vladnar entered his world.  
 
    As he strained to get a look at the men from a gap in the stairs, his elbow slipped and his shoulder crashed into the wooden floor with a thud. Boots raced towards the stairs, and guttural cries called towards him. Leoh struggled to his feet and ran to the window, tossing back the curtains to reveal a skyline bright from a full moon. He threw aside the books and unlocked the latch. He caught a glimpse of the men at the top of the stairs, teeth bared and dressed all in black. Leoh slipped onto the ledge and scanned the street. The only way is down. He closed his eyes when his right foot hung over the air. With a deep breath, he dropped down into the alley. His knees rattled, and he rolled forward. He saw dark shapes and flashes of steel on the opposite rooftop. From within the dark shapes was the glow of red lights. No time to worry about what was happening, he needed to get away from these men and find a place to hide. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    An army of books surrounded Wulfrid as he lounged behind his wooden desk. Thousands of books littered his chamber, the shelves overflowing like a burst dam. There were books on history, philosophy, and religion, and it was important to understand the world outside of Elrancia as well as what was in it. He inherited most of the books from his predecessors, and each guild leader added their own area of interest to the increasing wealth of knowledge.  
 
    Straining his eyes in the low light, he tried to focus his attention on the book in his hands. A large, blue leather sleeve protected it, and the dust collected in the small grooves like a dried-up riverbed.  
 
    The messages within the dusty pages were plain and spoke of a life beyond death. It is said when a person dies, their souls are transported to the Bridge of Judgement, where their sins are weighed. From there, they either walk over the Bridge of Song to eternal peace or are cast down to walk the Bridge of Lies where there is only suffering. So many bridges, and so much walking. His knees creaked just thinking about it. Dragging his old bones over a bridge didn’t sound like a fanciful end.   
 
    Wulfrid was not a religious man, but he found the stories fascinating. The road he travelled in life was bloody, and there was no escaping judgement from Heraldaz, if he was real. Was the Afterworld only something for those who believe in it? What happens to those who do not believe? Do they still get in? He laughed, but something in the back of his mind caused him doubt. No one knew what lay beyond unless you were dead, and he did not know of anyone who came back from such a state to tell. You start to think about death more as you get older, and it isn't long before you think about it every day. Yet dealing death and being dead are often the width of a blade apart. 
 
    Wulfrid shuffled in his seat as he tried to get more comfortable. There were grooves in cushions as deep as valleys. He was used to the smell of tabac, old paper, and dust since he did not leave this place often. It was preferable to the stench of blood and fear which used to fill his nostrils as a young assassin.  
 
    One particular story caught Wulfrid’s attention, and he skipped through the delicate pages to find it. The dust flew up into the air and cascaded down slowly towards the desk like falling snow. It claimed that a long time ago, possibly a thousand years ago, there was a great battle between a powerful Mage called Palias and two demons. The demons crossed the Bridge of Lies and found their way to our world. Palias defeated the demons, but instead of banishing them forever, he unwillingly cast them to the Bridge of Song where they now block the entrance to eternal peace.  
 
    He raised his head from the book to rest his eyes for a moment. The room was a blur, but his eyes adjusted. He would have to speak to Bulder, the quartermaster, about a pair of glasses if his eyes continued to fail him. After a moment, he buried his head in the book once more. 
 
     Because of the demons guarding the Bridge of Song, no souls could find eternal peace. Wulfrid thought this was a sobering image. He tried to imagine everyone he loved being tormented by Angarv, including his mother and father. His fate, if the stories were true. How do you defeat these demons or pass them? The heroes in legend would have found a way. Giants of the past such as Serbitar the Shadow Hunter or Ariel Moon Dancer.  
 
    He rubbed at his eyes and wished for natural light. Tomorrow, he would stretch his legs and see the night market in the centre of Elrancia. It was beautiful in the late autumn sun. I wonder what those crazy Alchemists from Usavia will bring this year.  
 
    Wulfrid did not know whether to believe the story of the Afterworld or not, but it was a good tale all the same. The mage’s name escaped the history books, and as it was such a long time ago he found no reliable records of him existed.  
 
    It was not the story itself that gave Wulfrid troubled sleep, but the images drawn on the following page, a picture of three interlocking circles painted amongst a flurry of stars. The title above the images read ‘Necromanex’ and below the circles were three words: fire, earth and water, the same images had plagued his dreams for over a year now. 
 
    Wulfrid reached into a small pocket within his robes and pulled out his tabac before pouring some into his pipe. He lit the pipe and relaxed for a minute, gathering his thoughts. The taste was peppery and sweet and made his stomach grumble for supper. Wulfrid closed his eyes and shut off his mind from the issues weighing on him. It was not long before his chin drifted towards his chest and sleep called to him.  
 
    After a few moments, it was over.  
 
    The dream was quick but powerful, showing him the three circles of fire, earth, and water. The one on the left was red hot and flaming. Within the circle was an eye, dripping blood, that peered deep into his soul. The heat was unbearable and threatened to burn his flesh to black. The second circle was worse. It showed every mission he ordered where an innocent person died. In short, intense flashes, it recounted every moment his blade rammed home into someone he knew did not deserve to die. The third circle was made of water and drops cascaded from its circumference. Within the circle, a brilliant white light pulled his mind towards it like the call of his mother. As soon as the image unfolded, it was gone, and he struggled to breathe as his head snapped back. After a few seconds, he realised he had been dreaming and reached for the jug of wine on his desk to quench his thirst.  
 
    It seemed with every sleeping epoch, the answers would still not come. The three interlocking circles of fire, earth, and water etched into his mind. There was one thing he could do that might help him understand, but he did not think it would go down well with the rest of the Vipers or the powers who ordered them. He waited for one of his best assassins, Daelin, to return and report on his mission tonight. He could trust him. After laying his pipe down on the desk, a soft knock came from the door.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was well after dark before Daelin made his way to the meeting with Wulfrid. Torches burned low along the narrow corridor to light his way. His feet splashed in the water from last night’s storm, the sound bouncing off the walls like a roaring river.  
 
    At the end of the corridor, a square wooden door with an iron lattice led to Wulfrid’s chamber. Many leaders called this place their sanctuary over the years, and the axe marks on the door suggested it was not only friends, but also foes who paid them visits.  
 
    Daelin knocked three times and waited for a reply, but after a few moments of silence, he opened the door and peered inside. Candles of all sizes littered the room, each flicker tossing shadows against heaving bookshelves, maps, and loose paper. A gust of wind sneaked up behind Daelin and tossed a few papers into the air before he closed the door. The papers glided towards Wulfrid as if they were an old hound dog returning to its master’s side.  
 
    The leader of the Vipers tucked his head behind a dusty tome, his powerful figure hidden within the white robes of the guild. Two snakes ran down the front of the robes to signify his status as the leader, a feared and respected man. 
 
    “Daelin,” Wulfrid said. “Have a seat if you can find one.”  
 
    Daelin took the only seat in the room. It was next to a globe of the world and a pile of texts stacked waist high. He rested his elbow on top of them like it was part of the chair. It was as if he drowned in a sea of paper.  
 
    “What happened during your mission last night?” said Wulfrid. 
 
    Daelin’s voice was calm, but his stomach rolled like a ship in a stormy sea. “The mission was carried out to the letter. The mother has her revenge.” He handed Wulfrid the report and relaxed into his paper throne. “You can let the mother know her husband is in a barrel in the cellar.” 
 
    “A barrel? A cruel boy indeed, yet we all sail on the sea of consequence.” With his head buried in the book, Wulfrid reached across the desk to grab a lit smoking pipe. He puffed rings of smoke into the air. “How many times have we sat like this, Daelin? Each mission completed to the letter.”  
 
     The casualness of his tone shocked Daelin given the seriousness of the words in his own letter. “I was brought up here, never knowing anything but the way of the Vipers. My training and schooling in the art was second to none with you as my teacher. A person’s life is often compared to the creation of a sword. If a master sword maker doesn’t temper the blade, the blade will be weak and dull. A blade forged by a master will be strong, sharp, and serve its master well.”  
 
    Wulfrid shook his head and laughed. “It may be true about your training, but there is something else that sets you apart from the rest of the assassins here, for what are we all but killers at the end of the day. Tools used by armies during war, and by the rich and powerful during peace.” 
 
    With a sigh, Daelin picked up the nearest book to him and showed it to Wulfrid. “The words in these books have always been a sanctuary for me. With them, I disconnect from the insanity of the profession. Like a ship without an anchor, I’d be lost to the bloodlust without them.” 
 
    “I understand. These books are the closest thing I have to sons and daughters sometimes. I raised you as if you were my own after you were abandoned as a child.” 
 
    Daelin frowned. “What father allows their son to murder people for forty years?” Wulfrid held Daelin’s gaze for a moment. It was enough for Daelin to see the hurt in his eyes.  
 
    “The kind of father who has no choice. It is a lonely path I walk, but an honourable one.” This was getting too close to the bone for Daelin. He needed to remain calm. “During the last war against the Holdens in the north, you displayed courage beyond measure to scale the walls of Castle Blair. You removed the commander while he slept under the watch of fifteen hundred guards. I believed no member of the Vipers was capable of such a task apart from you. The commander was a vile demon of a man and brought destruction to our people through barbarism and torture. His death was the shining light of the campaign because he deserved it. However, your actions during the latest peacetime has others talking of you. Do you remember when I ordered you to remove the king’s second cousin due to suspicion of murder?” 
 
    “I remember the night well, and the ramifications after it.” Daelin felt the sweat on the back of his neck. The room closed in on him. His mind wanted him to flee but his body froze. The smoke from Wulfrid’s pipe choked on the back of his throat as the room grew smaller with every word spoken. 
 
    Wulfrid’s voice growled like a bear. “Let me remind you of the details in case you ever forget. You were supposed to remove him without question at his home, yet you did your own investigations and concluded he was innocent. The man did not meet the fate prescribed on the contract and, thus, we lost favour with the king’s council.” 
 
    Daelin’s voice rose in the small room, and the sound echoed loud in the tiny chamber. “An innocent man doesn’t deserve to die. His court rivals blackmailed him for the murder of the man’s wife. The only crime he committed was sleeping with her, then her husband murdered her in cold blood. If anything, we should have dealt justice to the husband.”  
 
    He did not mean to lose his temper, but the mission was a turning point in his life. Wulfrid’s face flashed red for a moment, and he rose from his chair, sending it screeching back against the bookcase. Plumes of tabac smoke blew around him like a fiery demon as he pointed an old finger at Daelin.  
 
    “This is where I find our problem. We are not here to decide who is guilty and who is innocent. A man’s name is given on a piece of paper, the next day the man’s name will be written on another paper marking him dead.” 
 
    The leader of the guild glared at Daelin with the look of a parent who just chastised his child. He settled down in his chair and puffed out his cheeks. This was the only man Daelin feared and loved like a father. “Those who walk against the wind, will always walk alone. We may be assassins, but we are family.” 
 
    Daelin sighed and lounged back into his chair. His understanding of death and life was in constant turmoil. He understood morality, but he saw enough of the world to know corruption could push anyone to the edge of their moral compass. As he came to understand more about the nature of man, he vowed never to kill unless warranted. This went against the core principles of the Vipers. Wulfrid talked about the restoring of power between good and evil and the role the Vipers played in it, but in his forty years, Daelin had yet to see the difference. Nothing was black and white in this world. They would receive orders from the highest echelons of government but would show no political persuasion. Gold was their price and being a good soldier for the greater good. Angels of death, an oxymoron if ever there was. 
 
    Wulfrid used his elbows to lean over the desk and a loud creak emanated from his old tired bones. “Do you think I enjoy sending you out to slaughter innocents? Do you think me a monster? We have orders, and there are always consequences to not following them. If only I could tell you the power the king has over the Vipers, it would make your skin crawl and your stomach heave. Yet, this is the reason I have asked you here tonight. There is a mission, and I have thought long and hard over who I believe capable to perform it. Something tells me you’re most suited to this task. In my long service of the Vipers, I have been impartial to the motives of the contracts we recieve. Yet today, for the first time, I feel the balance between good and evil shifting beneath our feet like quicksand. Maybe I’m getting too old for this.” Wulfrid laughed.  
 
    Daelin saw the deep lines of the leader’s face as his mouth curled. Wulfrid eluded death or suspicion for sixty years. It earned him the highest respect, but right now, he looked like someone’s grandfather and not the assassin of old.  
 
    Wulfrid’s eyes scanned the room. His voice dropped to a whisper. “The Vipers are being used in a way which will change the very nature of our existence, no longer balancing but strangling the good and innocent. The king’s new high priest, Vladnar, has convinced the king we should target those who threaten to pray to any god but Heraldaz. This means many more innocents will die. It started with one or two contracts, but now it is out of control. I have orders to kill fifty monks before the week is through. I’m sure you’ve seen the public hangings and burnings. This city was once a place of peace and understanding where different religions were tolerated.” 
 
    Daelin’s eyes felt like they would burst from their socket. This was a revolution against the entire history of the Vipers, and on point with his own thinking of late. Why would Wulfrid change his mind now after all these years? At the mention of the name Vladnar, the lights flickered for a moment as if they too feared the name.  
 
    Daelin held the stare of his master and mentor. “The king once claimed any man or women could pray to their own gods while he lived. Does it mean to say the king is dying or even dead?” 
 
    “Perhaps this is the case. The king refrains from public events these days. The hangings of the monks would never have been tolerated in his father’s day.” 
 
    “I saw more executions on my way back to the guild. Vladnar’s heretics grow in power. The city watch can only stand back as the priests haul the monks to the gallows, strap them to a pyre, and set it alight. The flames light up the sky, and the smell of burning flesh grabs at the nostrils and never let’s go,” said Daelin.  
 
    “I admit I know little of the Asha religion, but they do not believe in a god. Instead, they devote their spirits to the Everlasting Spring, which is a pool of energy our souls enter when we die and eventually reincarnate into a new body. This process repeats itself until they attain a pure soul and can ascend beyond this world spiritually. To those who worship Heraldaz, it is blasphemy to think this way because everyone answers to one god.” 
 
    “Fools, every one of them, Heraldaz and the Asha,” said Daelin.  
 
    “Perhaps, perhaps,” said Wulfrid as his eyes flicked towards the blue book again.  
 
    Daelin steered his own eyes away and focused on his hands. They shook for the first time in years. He had killed several of the Asha monks recently, and their deaths haunted him every night. All those deaths, and for what end? Did the monks curse me as I ended their peaceful lives? A voice inside his head told him he was doing his job while another cursed him as a hypocrite.  
 
    Wulfrid puffed on his pipe and blew the smoke towards Daelin. He set the pipe down and scratched his beard. “The Vipers know their share of religious zealots, but I believe Vladnar is utterly delusional. There is something in his motives I cannot place. My dreams are disturbing, dreams within dreams. We cannot ignore this sign,” said Wulfrid.  
 
    Daelin’s heart sank as Wulfrid’s guard came down. His shoulders sagged, and his eyes lost the fire of youth. Wulfrid explained about his visions and the images in the book in front of him. Something was happening in the world greater than the genocide in the streets of Elranica.  
 
    “You’ll recall the words in my letter last night. I said we have reached a crossroads in our history, and I believe it’s happening now. The reasons are understood by only a few, and your actions recently have belied the beliefs I currently for see for the Vipers.” 
 
    “Sir, are you saying wha—?” 
 
    “Listen to me,” Wulfrid said through grated teeth. “This is a personal mission and a violation of our contracts with the king. Despite my inner conflict, I have sent spies to follow Vladnar. He searches for something within the city, a book called the Necromanex. I want you to find it and bring it back to me before he locates it.”  
 
     “Necromanex?” said Daelin. He gave Wulfrid a sideways glance as he searched for the name of the book in his memories. Wulfrid’s eyes continued to flick towards the book. Something about the way he stared at it worried him. Wulfrid described the story in the book about the Mage Palias and the demons said to guard the entrance to the Bridge of Song. It was like something out of a legend. “If Vladnar is after it, you can be sure it is worthy of investigation. I want you to go to a merchant in the south of Elrancia. Vladnar paid him a visit. Find out what he knows and report to me.” Wulfrid no longer prattled like an old man. The fire returned to his voice and it carried like a general in the smoky room. 
 
    Daelin felt there was more to this book than Wulfrid told him, but the leader of the guild issued a command to be obeyed. The way he stared at the book on his desk suggested whatever was going on, there was an internal struggle within Wulfrid that would not be resolved easily. Daelin would locate the merchant and see what he could find. Next time he would tell Wulfrid he was leaving. He promised. 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vladnar gazed into the women’s eyes and saw fear. Money was never good enough for them to feign pleasure, so he grew used to frightening them. His long hair and dirty robes gave him the look of a beggar, but he did not care. He was the high priest of Elrancia and trusted adviser of the king.  
 
    Vladnar raised a hand to the whore’s face and she shied away, her lips bruised from the strike of his hand a moment before. “Get dressed and out of my sight,” said Vladnar as he lost his hunger for the flesh.  
 
    The woman was out the door in a flash. A small tear formed in her eye that she tried to hide. With the memory of her fading, Vladnar grabbed a cup of wine from the table and made his way into the main pleasure room. He sat down on one of the many cushioned chairs which littered the whorehouse. The smell of sex and cheap perfume was ripe, and he found himself breathing it in with a smile. Music played in the next room, and Vladnar could feel the drum matching the beat of his heart. 
 
    He watched as a group of noble men entered with women on each arm. He recognised a few of them from the king’s court. They regarded him as a leper, someone who should never be as close to the king as he was. 
 
    He finished the cup of wine and poured himself another. It was not long before he was on his sixth cup and his mind wandered. His robe was undone, exposing the deep scars on his chest. Around his neck was a medallion, and he stroked it like a cat.  
 
    Vladnar closed his eyes and the room spun. He was pissed as fuck, and now paid the price. When he opened his eyes, the ruby red walls dripped like blood. Sparks formed and danced in front of him. It was as if the whole world revolved and he was the axis. Cursing under his breath, he tried to rise but found his legs too weak to move.  
 
    He laughed at the ridiculousness of the situation. He was a healer, a mage, and a priest, but he could not summon the energy to hold his drink. To be a priest of Heraldaz was to give up these pleasures, but Vladnar had seen things that would extinguish the purest of souls. 
 
     From across the room, whispers called his name, but he failed to locate its source. He was alone and would only be disturbed if he requested it. The whispers grew louder and louder until it sounded like someone shouted incoherently right next to his ear. 
 
    “Heraldaz,” Vladnar roared. “What message do you have for me? Please, I cannot make out the words.” 
 
    Panic brought out a sweat in Vladnar as he strained to hear the whispers. He flew into a rage and launched the cup across the room, splashing wine against the wall. A head popped into the room to inspect the noise.  
 
    “Leave me or I’ll cut out your eyes,” said Vladnar as the head of the servant disappeared.  
 
    He panted now, the medallion around his neck gleaming with sweat. Without warning, two of the king’s guards strode into the room and brought him to his feet.  
 
    “Get your hands off me,” said Vladnar. 
 
    “The king needs you at once.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vladnar felt a fool. The two guards dragged his drunken body along a dimly lit corridor, boots echoing as they marched in unison.  
 
    The king summoned him in the middle of the night, and Vladnar’s mood was foul. His shadow danced ahead of him as if to show him the way. The king should know better than to call for his aid while he drank and whored.  
 
    The guards never spoke, and Vladnar could feel their hands tremble as they held him. He was becoming one of the most powerful men in the city, and when he spoke, it was to command and not obey. The journey up the spine of the tower was nauseating. The wooden lift always made his nose bleed as they climbed higher towards the top of the bridge. The guards held him upright as his legs gave way. By Heraldaz, my head hurts. Why does the world always spin around me? It never stops when I command it.  
 
    As they made their way through the king’s estate, he leered at the lavish furnishing with disgust. He never knew why a man needed such a display of wealth. He is the king, isn’t it enough of a symbol to show the people his power? Vladnar could pass for a beggar, and it was a testament to his raw power and influence that people feared him and his followers worshipped him.  
 
    The guards led him to the king’s bedchamber and opened the door. When Vladnar stepped inside, the king gave him a sideways glance and formed an awkward smile. King Edwin was tucked inside his bed sheets so tight only his head was exposed, giving him the look of a turtle inside its shell. His grey beard and balding head did nothing to hide his years, and the paleness of his skin made the man look translucent. I swear I can see his tiny brain through his skull.  
 
    The guards left the men to their private discussion and closed the door behind them.  
 
    The king’s bedchamber was grander than most of the other rooms of the palace, except perhaps the throne room. The portraits of the king with golden frames spoke much of the king’s vanity, and the obscene jewel encrusted tables and chairs tried to compensate for the weak little man lying in the bed. He liked to keep all his prize possessions by his side at night, as if someone would be foolish enough to break in and steal them.  
 
    “Vladnar, come by my side so we can speak.” The king’s voice sounded weaker than it usually did, but it was level and calm. “Have you found it? Does the book exist?” 
 
    “We are searching the city. I believe we will have it soon, your majesty. I still believe the Asha monks have it in their possession.” Vladnar could spit on him he was so angry. The blasphemers would be the first to feel his wrath. All he needed was the book to light the way to Heraldaz. They must have it, Heraldaz commands it. “The people are rallying behind your decision to punish the Asha.” 
 
    The king turned his head to one side, as if talking to a shadow across the room. “We rely on the slavery of the people to keep me in power. Yet the people are waking up to this and show dissent. To stay in power, you need to make them forget about this fact. That is why the Asha must be punished, the holy war necessary to turn them on each other so one day they look to you to intervene. Wiping it out with blood or ink. But I’m dying Vladnar, and I believe it is too late.” 
 
    “If you believed it my king, you would never have summoned me,” said Vladnar with a smile. The fool thinks destroying the Asha is for his benefit, as if Heraldaz is simply an afterthought. He needed to watch his tone with the king, for even with all the influence he held over him, the man could order Vladnar’s execution without question. “What are you experiencing this time?”  
 
    “My weight has dropped to the point my clothes no longer fit me.”  
 
    “Then we must get you to eat more, my king. New clothes can always be fashioned to fit your needs.” 
 
    “You do not understand. There is something draining my life blood day by day. I can feel it growing as the days’ pass. You must help me, Vladnar, but you cannot mention this to anyone. If I should die before I sire a son, Elrancia will fall into chaos. You must continue to keep the secret of my illness.” 
 
    The king’s voice cracked, and Vladnar felt something like pity for the man. He scratched his beard and ran the lie through his head to make the most of the king’s vulnerability. “I will protect your secret as I do my oath to Heraldaz.”  
 
    He recognised the king’s descriptions. Many died from internal growths that ravaged their bones and muscles, turning their insides to black. He would work this to his advantage. “You knew my talents as a healer two years ago. I saved your life then, and I’ll do so now if my powers allow it.” Fool with a crown of ash. The king was never in any danger of dying then, and it became the perfect opportunity to establish the king’s trust. The king described the conditions of a blood disorder, but his paranoia continued to manifest itself since the queen died.  
 
    “What you have done for my family can never be repaid. The position of high priest was an honour to bestow upon you.” 
 
    Vladnar ran his hand along the silk bed covers and tucked the ends under the bed. It was an act of kindness reserved for a child after a nightmare. “My king, I believe your situation to be dire. If I cannot control this growth within you, I fear you may die soon.” 
 
    The king coughed and Vladnar turned his head to avoid it. It smelt like boiling flesh. Even though the king was a weak man, he remained kind to Vladnar. A part of him pained to see him this way. The king reminded him of his father. 
 
    “Then it’s too late to learn the passages of the Necromanex. Why my ancestors exiled Palias is beyond my understanding. His followers have kept the secrets hidden for one thousand years.” 
 
    “My king, if we allowed everyone passage to eternal peace, it would become tainted. Mortal sinners would walk hand in hand with the chosen ones like you. Knowledge of the book should be concealed from heathens and blasphemers. A murderer able to forgo the Bridge of Lies with knowledge obtained from the Necromanex is a man worth destroying. For there to be balance, men must walk the Bridge of Lies as well. This is the reason your ancestors banished Palias. If he told people what dangers lay ahead after we die, there would be no order, no law, and no morality in this world. Chaos would ensue in the streets if people knew demons guarded the way to eternal peace as well. Nevertheless, do not worry, my king, we will locate the book. I believe eternal peace awaits you without facing the demons. The incantations allow you to move unseen over the Bridge of Song.  
 
    The king’s eyes were wide with excitement. He was like a tame animal begging for its master’s scraps of food. “A fine thing indeed.” The king laughed. “I have sent men to their death on the battlefield and on the headsman block; these acts would not serve me well in the next life. It is said all men are equal in the eyes of Heraldaz.” The king’s nose bled, but Vladnar did not mention it. He watched the weak man bleed onto his sheets until the king spoke again. “You must promise me you will burn the book after I pass from this world. We cannot have the unworthy by Heraldaz’s side, as you say, Vladnar.” 
 
    “Rightly so, my king.” 
 
    “Good, now leave me. Continue the search.”  
 
    Vladnar left the room with renewed vigour. Did the king think a man’s word meant anything in this world?


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    A shiver of delight ran down Juliette’s spine at the thud of the knife. It happened every time she hit the painted bullseye on the wooden target. The feeling made her come alive like the first day of Spring. She often came here to practice her knife work when she had trouble sleeping.  
 
    Two days passed since her parents kidnapping, and Juliette had yet to locate the Necromanex. She recalled the evening in every detail; the smell of her mother’s perfume as it soaked into the floor; and the lingering scent of fish from their final meal together. She could feel the grip on her hand by the assailant as if its ghost still held her. All these memories clouded her mind on the task.  
 
    Panic clung to her like a second skin and she licked the soft scar inside her mouth. The search within the guild proved unsuccessful. She scoured the library twice and found nothing. She could not ask for help, and it dawned on her she was all alone once again. The difference between a cell and this place is three square meals a day. The only place she was yet to try was Wulfrid’s chamber. The old leader rarely left his desk these days, and it would be difficult to create a diversion without causing suspicion. If anybody smelt a trap, it would be a member of the Vipers. She needed to clear her mind, so she made her way down to the practice hall to train.  
 
    Juliette narrowed her eyes at the first target. The red of the bullseye called to her once again. She relaxed her mind and sent the knife deep into the blood red circle. Another knife hit home next to it, and the smile returned to her face. She always hit the bullseye when she imagined the target was the face of Naravin Holstar. How he squirmed as my knife dug into his soft noble skin. Yet his fate was the kindest compared to the other two.  
 
    The search for the Necromanex manifested other terrors in her life. Her dreams gained vivid realism and brought her troubled sleep. She dreamt she was in a tall pine forest with a wall of flame rolling towards her. The more she ran from the inferno, the more it closed in on her, searing the flesh from her body. She would then find herself in the same forest once more, but this time she ran in the other direction from a wave of water so high and fast, it too, engulfed her. She would awake in her chamber in a cold sweat with the smell of salt and ash in the air. The dreams terrified her, but she could ignore them no longer. 
 
    How many Viper brothers and sisters stood at this mark before her? A great many warriors and a great many killers served the guild. There was Soprano Skar, wielder of the sword ‘night singer,’ for his reputation to make his victims sing in pain. He was a real killer. Oddballs like Baromire the ‘barefoot,’ who used to steal the shoes of his victims the night before he targeted them. Juliette would never fit in here. Her battle was with the ones who ordered the killers to do their dirty work. The difference between them and her was that they walked into the guild of their own accord.  
 
    Wrenching the knife from the wooden target, she made her way to the white line. She adjusted her shoulders and feet, kicking up plumes of chalk in the process. Muscle memory taking over, she launched the knife spinning towards the target to land deep in the red painted dot in the middle. Once again, the thud echoed around the chamber and the delight returned to her in the form of a cold shiver. Goosebumps tingled as she wiped sweat from her brow.  
 
    She was alone in the vast practice hall tonight. Many would be on missions where hours of practice paid dividends. Grabbing the knife, she slid it into her sheath and made her way to the archery area. It was one of five set up in the rectangular hall. Big arch beams supported the roof, making the room feel like a tunnel. Candles and torches pooled light around her.  
 
    Grabbing the practice bow and a quiver of arrows, she tested the bowstring with her fingers to check the tension. She was a good shot with the bow and practised it often, but there was always room to improve. The targets were big round hay bales set out at twenty, forty, and sixty paces, such was the great length of the hall. Drawing an arrow from the quiver, she nocked it to the bow and drew it up to her cheek. Naravin Holstar. Juliette released the arrow towards the closest target. Within moments, she notched another arrow ready to fly. In five seconds, she had hit all three targets and made her way to inspect her efforts. Only the final arrow sixty paces away failed to rest within the small red dot of the bullseye. She cursed under her breath at not getting a perfect score.  
 
    A rumble in her stomach echoed within the hall. Fires within, I’m starving. Perhaps it was time to make her way to the kitchens. The search for the book would continue in time. Replacing the bow and quiver on the rack, she moved to the door at the end of the hall and down the corridor towards the kitchens. When she arrived, she found the cook doing the preparation for morning breakfast. She put up her hood to hide her face.  
 
    “Are you here to help me, Juliette?” asked the elderly cook, known simply as ‘Mother.’ From the day Juliette came to the guild as a prisoner, Mother always treated her well. As she earned the trust and respect of the Vipers, Mother’s love only increased. She felt safe down here, in the warm kitchen, and away from a world prone to kick your teeth in for smiling.  
 
    Juliette stared out from the darkness of the hood. “I’ll help you. I cannot sleep, and I need something to take my mind off things.” Confiding in Mother was hard at first, but the woman was a good listener and could keep a secret. In the company of killers, you needed someone you could trust. If not, I’ll kill her. I don't owe these Vipers shit for taking me hostage. A darkness settled over her thoughts, and she winced. Her parents would not recognise her. The little girl they knew died the day Valerie was taken. In her place is a vicious monster, bitter, and violent. Yet she knew the truth of the world, and the savage nature of humankind. Juliette stared deep into the minds of her captors and saw the wants and needs of desperate men and women. When the world no longer watches you, carnal needs infect people like a fever. 
 
    The cooks voice brought her out of her daydream. “Better to be busy than think about the troubles up in the city. Hundreds of hangings and burnings of late because of this high priest Vladnar.” Juliette wanted to spit out the man’s name but knew the cook would crack her over the head with a pan if she did. 
 
    Juliette recalled the priest she killed only days before. “I guess you’re right, Mother.” She picked up a potato, hefting it in her hands. Her knife skills did not mean she was good at peeling potatoes, however, and she found herself falling further and further behind the pace of the cook. 
 
    “Are you not on a mission tonight?” 
 
    Juliette smirked, “Fortunate for someone that I’m not.” It was hard staying idle down here. Her parents could be anywhere in the city. A gnawing pain carved its way into her stomach as she imagined her mother bound with a knife at her throat. On another day, it could have been Juliette making the threats against someone else’s parents. The realisation made her ill. Seek any advantage to achieve your goal, her crew used to say. But they were talking about bringing down the monarchy and not some shitty contract killing of a priest.  
 
    After she finished with the potatoes, she grabbed some fruit and said her goodbyes. She needed to get some sleep if she was going to continue her search for the Necromanex whilst preparing for her next mission. She would arouse suspicion if she did not act her usual self.  
 
    Her next mission was to scout the movements of a wealthy textile merchant and report her findings to Wulfrid, a simple task anybody with half a brain could do. It seemed she did not meet the trust of Wulfrid for the bigger, more dangerous tasks. She thought of Daelin and a touch of envy filled her. Wulfrid favoured him over anyone else. He was different from the others in style and manner. If he wasn’t such a lone wolf, she would speak to him.  
 
    As if on cue, a door opened at the end of the corridor and Daelin stepped out from Wulfrid’s chamber. His shoulders sagged like the weight of the world dragged him down. An idea came to her like a flash of lightning. Time to gain favour with the Vipers’ most dangerous assassin. Her family depended on it.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daelin’s head rocked like a boat in a storm as he opened the door of Wulfrid’s chamber. As he breathed in, a rush of air filled his lungs and waged a war with the tabac smoke he inhaled earlier.  
 
    The conversation with Wulfrid was intense, and the leader kept his cards close to his chest. Nothing could have prepared him for his revelations. Wulfrid went through the same turmoil as Daelin, but he didn’t feel ready to mention it. He cursed under his breath at the missed opportunity. Daelin did not want to push the matter any further, so he left with his instructions and would prepare for the mission.  
 
    Out the corner of his eye, a slender figure arced towards him. His muscle memory made him draw his knife until he realised it was one of the younger assassins, Juliette. She was one of the newest members, barely out of her teens, yet her skill with the knife showed a maturity beyond her years. Her strange satisfaction at violence was also something Daelin noticed. Years rotting in a cell would warp the mind of anybody. Everyone knew about the scar on her face, and how it was carved from her mouth to her cheek. No room for sympathy, it’s not your problem.  
 
    Juliette ghosted towards him with her hood up and her head down. You only ever saw her lips and chin unless she wanted you to see more. Her feet never touched the ground as she walked, a deadly attribute for a shadow of the night.  
 
    Juliette stood in front of him but gave him a sideways glance. “Daelin.”  
 
    “Juliette, what are you doing up at this hour?” Damn she makes me uncomfortable. You should always be able to look into the eyes of those you’re supposed to trust.  
 
    “Sleep is for the weak, have you not heard? I practice my knife work until you free me from this prison you call a home.”  
 
    Her casualness to violence irked Daelin, but she sounded like him in his younger days, when all he wanted to do was gain the attention of Wulfrid. He needed freedom from the assassin’s life, but what else did he know apart from killing and sharpening blades.  
 
    “The way we practice is the way we fight. Your training will keep you alive. Do not rush to use the knife when words will suffice,” said Daelin as he turned to make his way towards the armoury.  
 
    “Wait, I want to ask you something,” called Juliette.  
 
    Without turning his body, Daelin cocked his head and stared at Juliette. His bones ached, and his head pounded. He needed time to eat, think, train, relax, and plan all at the same time. 
 
    “Can I come with you on your next mission? I know you normally work alone, but I can help you. I have proven myself capable time and time again, yet all I ever get is scouting and killing Asha monks of late.”  
 
    Daelin’s eyes widened, but he masked it from Juliette. Did she think this was a game? Taking the life of a monk was a hard mission for anyone. He would march into a den of wolves holding nothing but a broomstick than kill unarmed monks. His reputation as cold-blooded would haunt him forever, it seemed. 
 
    “It is your willingness to use those blades you must control. That is your problem. You killed two soldiers on your last scouting mission. An order is an order and you must obey it without question. I don't need to remind you of the dangers your family will face if you do not comply with the terms of your capture.” What a hypocrite. Who are you to preach about fulfilling orders when you twist them yourself?  
 
    Juliette’s eyes went wide. The bluntness of the reply shocked her, but after a few seconds, she stopped pumping her fists. She lifted her hood and let it drop behind her head. Gods she’s beautiful, but she treats that scar as if half her face were covered in boils. She tried her best to hide her emotion by smiling, but Daelin saw the anger as she sucked in her cheeks. He knew how she came to serve the Vipers, knew it better than anyone.   
 
    “Just like you failed to kill the king’s second cousin? What do you know about my family? How dare you bring them up? If you know something, you better tell me now,”  
 
    Her face flushed red as soon as the words left her mouth. Daelin ignored the jibe.  
 
    “Watch your words. There are others within these walls who would not hesitate to end your life where you stand. There are king’s men amongst our ranks. The Vipers have their share of killers, but we work together, not fighting amongst ourselves. I know nothing of your family, only that the king would see them dead if you went rogue.”  
 
    A rat scurried out of a drain and squeaked at the assassins as if scolding them for arguing with one another. The sound of the cook singing in the kitchens cut through the tension like a knife. Daelin forced a smile, and Juliette sagged her shoulders before pulling her hood up again. The rat peered up at them before scampering towards the kitchens. Daelin waited to hear the cook scream.   
 
    Juliette spread her arms like a Heraldaz priest at sermon. “We can help each other. Perhaps you’re the best person to teach me the true conduct of a Viper.” She was mocking him, but Daelin hated petty arguments more. Sighing, he put his hands on the door to the armoury. He felt each grain as it dug into his palm. The smell of cooking potatoes wafted from the kitchens to soften his mood. Maybe he spent too much time in solitude of late. It was rare for assassins of the guild to work together on missions, as fewer numbers meant less risk of exposure. “How do I know I can trust you?”  
 
    “My family mean everything to me. If something happened to them, my whole world would turn upside down. I serve the Vipers now, but it doesn’t mean I have to like it. I cannot afford to fail them. You must understand.”  
 
    Daelin gave a slight nod. He could never understand, not until he was out of the Vipers himself. Maybe old dogs can learn new tricks. “Very well, meet me in the armoury in a few hours, and we will prepare for the mission.” 
 
    “It is not enough time? There are things I need to attend to and—”  
 
    “If it is a problem, I’ll go alone.” 
 
    “No…I shall go. It means a lot to me.”  
 
    Daelin watched as she wrestled with something, her head darted left to right, and she shuffled her feet, the splashing of the water giving her movements away.  
 
    “What did Wulfrid require of us? What is the mission?”  
 
    “We are searching for a book called the Necromanex. A man in the south of Elrancia possesses it. I do not know much, but it is highly prized by High Priest Vladnar. The pompous bastard means extra care is needed.”  
 
    As soon as Daelin finished his sentence, he frowned as Juliette stumbled and fell against the side of the stone corridor. As her limp body rolled towards the ground, Daelin rushed to catch her. When his arms slipped underneath her back, he lowered her to the ground. It was wet and cold but safer than letting her smash her head against the stone. A few moments later, Juliette awoke and considered him with a child’s eyes. 
 
    “What happened to me?” asked Juliette. 
 
    “You passed out and fell to the floor. Are you well?” He could feel her body shaking as he held her.  
 
    Juliette's voice quivered. “Get your hands off me. Just leave me alone.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     Juliette sat in her chamber staring at the letter she wrote her family. She spoke of walking through wonderful gardens and going to the theatre. She wrote about meeting a trusting and handsome lord who promised to treat her well. Lies, of course. There would be no handsome man or a chance to walk in the gardens of Elrancia. She was trapped in the gutter like every other rat who dared to climb high in the world. She wrote the letters as a way for her to picture what life could have been like if she had made different choices in her past. All paths led her to here, of course, and a small part of her held no regrets. 
 
    When she was a little girl, she snuffed the life out of a small rodent that found its way into her parents’ kitchen. The feeling of power consumed her, and it led to more deaths to feed her burning desire. Valerie’s death was the spark that burned the world around me. The final swing of the pick axe that collapses the mine, killing everyone. Am I evil? Would I be this way if she was alive? I think I would seek destruction. I choose destruction.  
 
    Yet, now that her family was in danger, everything came into focus. This was what it felt like to be on the other side of her knife.   
 
    Her desk was like every other in the barracks of the guild, simple soft wood and two drawers to hold writing materials and paper. Her knives spread out on the desk in order from longest to shortest, sharp to sharpest. She would never allow a knife to go dull. Her cloak swung loose on a hook on the stone wall. She picked up the sketch of parents before the war. The artist gave them the biggest smile. Her mother was pregnant with Juliette, and it was just before they moved to Elrancia. Every time Juliette looked at it, she considered picking up her bags and leaving the guild.  
 
    She remembered little of what happened in the corridor with Daelin. She talked to him about the mission, but at the mention of the Necromanex, she felt dizzy, and as her vision blurred. Images flashed in her mind as she found herself in the forest of her dreams, however, this time she was not alone. A gigantic beast towered over her with fiery red eyes. It had a human-like face, but the gigantic hairy body and horns were like something out of a nightmare. The beast snorted a huge gust of hot moist air at Juliette and knocked her on her ass. It is only a dream, it is only a dream, it is only a dream. Things like this do not exist in our world. Her stomach ached, and her limbs felt encased in ice as the beast opened its mouth.  
 
    Juliette was certain it would eat her, but it mouthed a simple, soft phrase defying its great size. “The search has begun, Juliette. Bring the book to me and you will see your family again. We have them in our possession. Refuse me and you will find others who will take joy in your dismemberment.”  
 
    Frightened for her life, Juliette could not mutter a single word. She had never known fear like it, and the longer she remained, the less she believed she was dreaming. Before she could answer, the beast smiled at her. It then flew away on dark leathery wings. 
 
    Juliette awoke to find herself in Daelin’s arms. Embarrassing as it was, she was glad it was only a nightmare. The touch of someone human was a welcome reprieve. Daelin bit his lip and frowned at her. He didn’t seem to care. Juliette took the sketch of her family and placed it inside one of the drawers at her writing desk. She cried herself to sleep for the first time in years.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stripped to the waist and alone in the middle of the armoury, Daelin worked the muscles on his back. His shoulder ached, and his muscles felt knotted from a mission three nights ago. An ugly bruise formed along his ribs from a fall. He pressed it lightly and winced. Ten years ago, such a bruise would have long since vanished, twenty years ago, no bruise would have flowered at all. Despite his age, he worked hard to hone his lean body to withstand the physical punishment, whether it was scaling rooftops, crawling through alleyways, or the hundreds of opponents he faced. However, time was the greatest enemy of them all.   
 
    The mental scars were always there, and the faces of innocents he killed still played in his mind. The visions intensified when he closed his eyes to sleep. He did not think his body and mind had many years left in his current profession. 
 
    He managed to get a few hours of rest after the ordeal in the corridor, but his sleep was light and non-fulfilling. He would do anything to take his mind of those faces, but how far would he have to run to lose them forever?  
 
    Perhaps Heraldaz would offer him mercy on the Bridge of Song, but it was more likely he would walk the Bridge of Lies like the rest of the Vipers. He was not even sure he believed in a life beyond this one anymore.  
 
    The face of his last victim swarmed in front of him and glared with deep blue eyes. Daelin shook his head and the vision disappeared. Was it a dream? Was he sleep deprived? It was hard to tell these days.  
 
    A Viper carried an arsenal of tools and weapons. Daelin’s Kotachi blade lay sheathed next to his shirt and he picked it up. The ring of steel leaving its home in the scabbard was the most beautiful sound Daelin knew, the pitch and tone tantalising his mind. Once out of the scabbard, he inspected the blade closely. The Kashiri at the end of the handle was carved into the figure of a woman, to remind him of the mother he never knew. The snakelike hand guard made of steel, coiled outwards to meet the bottom of the black blade itself.  
 
    Daelin grasped the handle with both hands and began a series of long diagonal arcs both left and right from the top of his head to his waist, the blade singing as it sliced the air. As he moved his feet to a tuneless dance, the weapon became an extension of his arm as it gained more speed until, eventually, it blurred and faded in the air. With the blade in motion, Daelin darted towards the nearest wall, keeping low and flowing like a snake. He leaped towards it, using his left foot to spring upwards towards the high beams on the armoury roof. In a few seconds, he grabbed the top of the beam and stood above it. He ran along its length and jumped, twisting his body in the air. He landed in a crouch, sheathing his blade as his feet met the cold floor of the armoury.  
 
    From across the room there was the slow clap of hands. Daelin turned to find Azeri Sallovan standing with his back to the wall. His olive skin, long dark beard, and red veil marked him as a native of Iria to the west. However, with all members of the Vipers, race and religion did not matter. 
 
    “Very impressive tricks, Daelin. Never in my life have I seen such wonder. Maybe you should join the circus. My people would pay good money to see such a thing,” said Azeri, his soft, gentle voice seemed out of place in a harsh world such is this. People made the mistake of assuming because of the way he spoke, Azeri was gentle, but Daelin knew better than to judge a man from the depth of his voice. Azeri was no coward or enemy, and Daelin returned the laugh and bowed like a performer at the end of a play.  
 
    “If I’m to join the circus, Azeri, I can put in a good word for you to clean out the animal’s cages. There is plenty shit to clean up every time you talk.”  
 
    Sometimes within these walls, laughter is a rare thing indeed, but Azeri always brought a smile to his face whenever they met, and it was good to see his old friend.   
 
    Azeri moved off the wall and handed Daelin an empty copper cup, as was tradition, before getting shit face drunk in his home city of Iria. “Where are you off to at this hour? Surely it is time to join me for a glass of wine or even a dram of poison you call whiskey?”  
 
    “I’m afraid not. Juliette and I have a mission to prepare for. Besides, do you remember what happened the last time you drank with me. Poor Mother had to carry you to your bed with your head in a bucket.” 
 
    “It was…unfortunate,” said Azeri. His tone suggested Mother might have given him more than a sore head the next day as punishment. “Peace be, brother. Keep your eye on Juliette while out in the streets. She is a fiery one, and I’ve the scars to prove it.”  
 
    Daelin laughed. “Yes, I heard she cut you good for your remarks. Serves you right for trying to get into her bed.”  
 
    “There is undoubted talent there,” said Azeri. “Nobody works the knife the way she does. Even the windrunners could learn a few things from her.” 
 
    Daelin swept his hair behind his head. “When you’re brought up in Elrancia, you’re given a knife before tasting your mother’s milk. I’ve never fought against the windrunners.” 
 
    “When a blanket of kites block out the sun, the shit infested water of the guild will feel like a cruise down the River Dejah. I left Iria to get away from that madness.”  
 
    “You’re scared of heights, admit it?” 
 
    “Ha, just you wait until an army of them are at the gates of Elrancia. They will jump over the mountain like man steps over a worm.” 
 
    As Daelin walked over to retrieve his black shirt, Juliette stepped out from the shadows with a face that would curdle milk. Her hood was down, this was not good! 
 
    Azeri laughed. “Juliette! Damn, I hate living with nineteen assassins and their shadowy ways.” He moved out of the armoury and towards the kitchens, but his hands fumbled with the door handle, confounding his misery.  
 
    Daelin gave Juliette a sideways glance as he motioned for her to follow him to the other side of the armoury. Here they would discuss tonight’s tactics and intelligence gathering. As she walked behind him, he could feel her eyes bore a hole in the back of his head. Azeri was a womaniser and a joker, and it was typical he found himself tangled in his latest gaff. Juliette raised her hood to cover her face once more.  
 
    Sitting down at a round wooden table, Daelin produced a map of the city. The map edges hung over the table and onto the floor. Elrancia was home to a million souls and built in the valley of a large crater. Wulfrid believed it to be the result of a great battle between demons and men. Others say a great rock fell from the sky after Heraldaz grew angry at their disobedience. The vast quantity of minerals exposed by the impact made the first settlers rich and powerful, enough to make themselves kings. People swarmed to Elrancia like a beacon of hope. Whatever peoples reason, the city remained cramped, muddy, and cold, and nothing could change that. He marked the bookstore with red gypsum.  
 
    “Juliette, whatever I ask you to do tonight, you must do without question. This is the condition for you coming along.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about me. I can take care of myself, but I want to prove I can be trusted. I’m not the rebel you think I am.”  
 
    For the next hour, they developed a plan for the mission, rendezvous points, escape routes, vantage points, and responsibilities. Different assassins work in different ways, but Daelin was confident their two styles mixed well. Juliette is a meticulous scout, and it would play well into the strategy he had in mind. They would remain in the shadows while searching for the Necromanex.  
 
    Daelin was happy with the plan they put together. Juliette nodded and stroked her chin. The light caught the edge of her mouth and he saw her licking her lips. A good plan could relax his mind as well. 
 
    He would visit Wulfrid one last time before they left. Daelin needed to tell him this was his last mission. He could not put it off any longer. His mind was like a swamp of guilt that needed to be drained and purified. Daelin did not want to mention anything to Juliette until they were within Wulfrid’s chambers.  
 
    Daelin opened the door of the armoury and Juliette stepped through. As they made their way down the corridor, he noticed Wulfrid’s door was ajar. There were no signs of anything untoward apart from a thin plume of smoke creeping out and into the corridor. The wisps of smoke settled onto a pool of water and drifted towards them. Daelin pushed the door open and peered inside, it was common for the room to be filled with smoke from Wulfrid’s pipe, but this smell was acrid like the smell of death. Juliette fanned around the side of the room as Daelin moved around the other way. The smoke stung his eyes as he reached for something familiar.  
 
    “Wulfrid!” shouted Daelin, but there was no reply. Juliette disappeared into the thick smoke, her feet crumbling over loose papers. 
 
    As Daelin felt the rough grooves of Wulfrid’s desk in front of him, his hand brushed against fleshly fingers. Running his hand along the arm of the body, he touched the soft wool of Wulfrid’s robes. 
 
    There was an audible gasp from Juliette at the other side of the desk. The smoke cleared through the door, revealing a sickly sight. Wulfrid’s eyes were hollowed out, and his skin was mottled grey and white. Dried blood crusted his face from his eyes to his mouth.  
 
    Daelin felt a rage well up inside him and, for the first time in his adult life, he wept, the tears falling onto Wulfrid’s open palm. Who could have done this, and why?  
 
    He stood, staring motionless, before Juliette’s muffled voice rang softly, “Daelin, let’s go.” She dragged him away from the scene as the only father figure he ever knew lay lifeless in front of him.  
 
    As the pair turned towards the door, one of the junior members stood gaping at them.  
 
    “Help,” the boy shouted. “You murdered him!” 
 
    “No, wait, laddie,” said Daelin, tears running down his face. But before he could intervene, a rush of air caressed his cheek. Juliette's throwing knife soared through the air to catch the boy in the chest, knocking him onto the floor. His blood bubbled as he lay motionless.  
 
    Daelin roared, “What have you done?”  
 
    Juliette grabbed him by the arm, “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    No time for mourning. Other members would be drawn here by the shouting. Juliette sprinted towards the closest exit to the streets of Elrancia. Daelin hesitated for a moment. Should I leave her to her fate? Following her will only make me look guilty. Yanfear will turn the Vipers against me regardless if I stay or go. Wulfrid… No!  
 
    Daelin shook his head and raced to catch up with Juliette. Cries of anger raged behind him, the voices booming in the underground tunnel. They needed to find a place to hide. The knife. The Vipers would find the knife belonging to Juliette. Too late, you fool.  
 
    The cold night hit Daelin like a hammer as he pushed open the guild door. He found Juliette with her back against a wooden fence, frowning at him and tapping her feet. Daelin grabbed her under the arm and dragged her away. “Follow me if you want to survive beyond tonight.” He knew where to go. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Juliette stared at the slums below with cold hard eyes. The wind whipped through the window of the open tower and scattered nesting birds. She saw a carpet of buildings wedged together too tight to breathe. A fire raged in Carpia district, and house upon house went up like kindling, sending plumes of acrid smoke into the air that tickled her nose. Poor bastards, nowhere to go but down the mines to escape. It will serve as their tomb. The sun rose over the mountains and its rays showered Elrancia in shades of gold that sweetened her foul mood.  
 
    In the centre of the tower hung a grey iron bell. The tower was made of granite slabs, with a large open window on each wall. When the smoke cleared, the air smelt fresh, and a part of her was glad to escape the dampness of the guild and the smell of human waste in the streets.  
 
    However, the longer she spent here, the more her family were in danger. They were out there somewhere, probably oblivious to the nature of their capture. It made her feel sick.  
 
    She craned her neck to see the top of the high bridge. It dominated her darkest thoughts, and a bitter taste filled in her mouth. She spat out of the tower and sneered as it cascaded into the city below. This was the second highest point in the city, and yet she was nowhere near the level of the elite on the bridge. Her cloak was filthy from the run through the streets. Brown specks of mud dotted above lines of dark sludge. Fucking disgusting this city, take me to the mountains in Holden and let me breathe clean air all day long. 
 
     Daelin remained silent, only speaking to confirm he was taking over guard watch. As expected, he struggled with the death of Wulfrid and who was responsible. He growled to himself like an angry dog once they arrived. When he slept, beads of sweat formed on his brow as if wrestling with something in his dreams. It would not be long before he talked of vengeance.  
 
    Juliette had never set foot inside the tower before, only admiring it from afar as a child. Her sister always cautious, saying it was too dangerous to climb. It makes her death harder to bear sometimes. The tower cast a shadow a mile long over the city and loomed over the people like Heraldaz himself. Daelin must be certain this is a place of refuge. 
 
    Every hour the bell went off, and it was beyond torture. Massive vibrations would seek to crush her chest, and the sound would rip through her eardrums until they almost burst. The people scurried like tiny ants with baskets of food. She wanted to get away from this place as soon as Daelin was ready.   
 
    Daelin sat cross-legged with his back against the opposite window. A breeze picked up, and it ruffled his cloak around him as if it was trying to steal it away.  
 
    She swung herself around to face the inside, but in doing so, she dislodged a small stone. Time slowed as it rocketed towards the bell, making a high-pitched ring before clattering all the way down the spiral staircase. The clanging faded into a low continuous hum as it reached the bottom.  
 
    It was a calamitous mistake. She shot a quick glance at Daelin, and staring back at her was a face tight with anger. He sprung onto his feet and put his hand against the bell. The ringing stopped dead.  
 
    Daelin sat across from her with his elbows resting on his knees. “You fool.”  
 
    She certainly felt the fool. Her eyes scanned the city once more in search of her parents.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daelin stared at the bell tower with jaded eyes. His body felt weak as he sat against the tower wall. He could feel the cold from the stone seep into his bones.  
 
    The sun died and rose again, yet the death of Wulfrid and the murder of the boy remained fresh in his mind. Daelin knew they could never go back there unless he could prove he was innocent. Without a word, the other members would set upon him. Trust is a loose concept when working with assassin's. Daelin lived his life as if betrayal lurked around every corner, but the code kept him alive. All hope of claiming innocence was lost once Juliette unleashed her knife. I should repay the favour. Gut her and drag her body back to the guild. Yet some of the Vipers had it in for Daelin. It would not be easy to explain why they ran off, unless he told them he was chasing her. Perhaps there was time to complete their mission, kill her, and go home. Dark thoughts, even for you Daelin.  
 
    The loss of Wulfrid would have dire consequences for the Vipers. Inner turmoil and political uproar would rage for a time before a new leader emerged. With Daelin away, it was impossible to predict the outcome, but what he did know was the remaining members of the guild would be hunting and closing in fast.  
 
    A barrage of emotions washed over him: rage, shame, exhaustion, guilt, and anger. They boiled up until he felt like he could hold them in no longer. His emotional guard crumbled, and tears formed in his eyes. Crying twice in one day, Daelin. Pathetic.  
 
    Daelin searched the dark spaces of his brain for the answer. He should have left Juliette to fend for herself. It was Juliette who threw the knife and spun the wheel of fate, not him.  
 
    He rubbed at the muscles around his knees. They were seizing up in the cold weather, and he needed to move. He stood up and felt the warmth of the sun and felt instant relief. The moon still lingered in the sky like a child refusing to go to bed.  
 
    Daelin knew they would have no choice but to move in the daylight and try to mix in with the crowds. With so many unanswered questions and little leads to go on, their next move is crucial. Wulfrid acted strange during their last meeting. Was his death linked to the search for the Necromanex? The first thing they needed to do was find his killer.  
 
    Daelin’s legs felt weak as he stretched them out. He made his way to his bag, pulled out an apple, and peeled it with his knife. The smell of the fresh apple travelled down wind, and Juliette stirred awake, licking her lips.  
 
    “We need to talk,” grumbled Daelin.  
 
    “Can we leave this place? We need to find the Necromanex as Wulfrid ordered.” 
 
    “Need? What makes you think this book has anything to do with his murder?” 
 
    There was a pause from Juliette. Her cloak whipped behind her in the wind, and it was just enough for him to see her hand flick towards her knives. The action made Daelin nervous, and he reached for his own knife under his cloak. “From what I can see, we are working against our employers, who want it for themselves. Unless the high priest ordered us, I believe Wulfrid worked in his own interests. Vladnar is not a man to be double crossed, so it seems to me that Wulfrid brought about his own demise.”  
 
    “Watch your tongue, Juliette. Even though you were brought to the Vipers a prisoner, Wulfrid treated you like an equal. You should be mindful before you dump his memory in the slop bucket.” 
 
    “Listen, we need to be smart here. Do not let your feelings get in the way of sense.” 
 
    The anger boiling over in Daelin’s mind subsided. Juliette's words were harsh, but there was a ring of truth to them. Wulfrid admitted he was working against Vladnar to find the book. Why was Juliette so eager to find it? “I want to be at the target’s home by nightfall. It will take us all day to travel across the city without arousing suspicion, so we will finish the plan now and walk in silence.  
 
    Juliette nodded and gathered her things. A dark cloud rolled in from the sea and thunder boomed and cracked in the distance. Last thing they needed was a storm, but it was that time of year.  
 
    “Daelin, I’m sorry about my actions back at the guild.” The words were tinged with regret.  
 
    “What’s done is done. Finding the ones who killed Wulfrid is my only concern. Once we find out whom then we can clear our name’s. I’ve a feeling we are merely scratching the surface of something sinister. I can feel a dark path ahead and no option but to walk into the darkness and face it. The owner of the shop will have some answers for us. Whether he’s willing to part with them or not is another matter.”  
 
    “Sometimes force is the only way,” said Juliette.  
 
    Daelin glared at her from the other side of the tower. They must trust each other in order to survive. He would often ask for Wulfrid’s advice in times like these. 
 
    “Back at the guild, why did you throw the knife?” said Daelin. It was an answer he needed to know if they were to continue working together.   
 
    “It was instinct. Sometimes I do things before I realise I’ve done them. It is both a blessing and a curse.” 
 
    Daelin nodded and said no more on the matter. He knew it was the right thing to do, no matter how much it pained him to believe it. Yanfear hated him, but he never knew why. His silver tongue could sway the other Vipers to hunt them. You can’t trust Yanfear. In a straight fight, Daelin would cut him down but piss him off and he will come at you eventually. Maybe not tomorrow, or the next day, but in his own time. When you forget you wronged him is the time he will strike from the shadow. Yanfear knew patience better than anyone.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daelin sat perched between two statues, the moonlight reflecting off their faces like golden angels in the night. Their construction dated back to the great rebuild of the city two hundred years ago when a renaissance of great architecture and art thrived in a new dawn of peace. As the population grew, housing became a premium, and many of the grand buildings were torn down for their materials. Now the smell of the alley wafted to him like a decaying swamp, and he longed to be back in the tower and feel the fresh air blow in from the sea. 
 
    From his position, Daelin studied the facade of the bookshop. The shadow between the statues meant no one saw him in return. The shop was part of a long grey stone terrace, which meandered down a cobbled road like a snake. There were two levels, the first for the shop and the second used as the owner’s house. This was a common situation for many merchants in Elrancia. The sign on the door read ‘Aurolia’ and painted with the symbol of a star in red and gold paint. The sign swung violently in the wind as it fought to remain on its hinges. A strange name for a shop selling books, but it was the one described by Wulfrid’s spies.  
 
    Daelin did one pass of the street, taking time to note any pertinent details. No detail overlooked on this mission, I’ll make sure of it. As he got closer, he spied a random arrangement of books through a dirty glass window, some of which he had read. It would take forever to find a particular book in there. This would prove a problem for them when they planned to sneak in and find the Necromanex. Why can’t people maintain structure in their lives? Chaos is the quickest way to unravel a plan.  
 
    The dusty window made it hard to tell if anybody was home, but the muffled sounds of boots indicated there was a presence inside. With the target confirmed, they waited out the rest of the day and the onset of nightfall. He pulled his cloak around him to keep out the wind and thought of Wulfrid.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Juliette watched the shop from a warehouse roof, her light blue eyes scanning it from high above. When she was a little girl, she would climb anything with a vertical face. She once ran away from home to climb the tallest peaks of the Elrancian mountains. One time the weather turned, and she was left stranded in a nook for two days with no food or water. The mountain taught her many harsh lessons, and it prepared her for the torture she faced years later. 
 
    Her hands rested on her knives, stroking them as if they were a family dog. In the distance, she saw the two statues either side of Daelin, but of the assassin, she saw no sign. She would have to wait for his signal before he showed himself. She pulled her hood back and let her long hair flow over her shoulders. It felt good to not have to hide her face up here.  
 
    Juliette's mind wandered, and she thought of her parents. She wanted nothing more than to rush into the shop, steal the book, and kill anybody in her way. She did not care about anybody or anything other than her parents’ safety. Even Daelin could prove to be an obstacle, but she did not think she had the skill to match him in an open fight. Juliette shook her head as if she had walked into a spider’s web. She could not ask for help, and loneliness consumed her once more.  
 
    She scanned the area, keeping her body hidden and low against the roof of the building. The wind blew around her and down the back of her cloak like icy fingers. The coolness of the tiles seeped through her cloak and gnawed at her bones. The air smelt humid, and black clouds rolled over her like a dark blanket. A drop of rain fell onto the back of her neck, followed by two more in quick succession. It was not long before an army of water fell from the sky. She cursed under her breath and drew her cloak over her back. The hood of her cloak concealed her as she searched the night for signs of danger. 
 
     She returned her gaze to the bookshop and noticed something strange on the roof. It created a lump in her throat and stifled her breathing. Two strange red lights in the darkness, moving in harmony with each other. Gripped by horror, she realised the lights resembled eyes. They moved between the gaps in the chimneys like racing torch bugs. The lights burned brighter and pulsed. They made her feel hollow, like her thoughts and dreams emptied from her head. As the eyes grew, she realised they moved towards her, floating over the air as if there was an invisible ramp between the warehouse and the bookshop roof.  
 
    Juliette wanted to scream, but fear paralysed her. She wanted to get up and run from the roof, but she froze where she stood. The figure turned and floated around the warehouse. Juliette found her courage and ran, determined to warn Daelin. Were they the only ones watching the location? There was nothing in the world with red shining eyes like hot coals. 
 
     She bounded across the rooftop, slipping on the wet tiles towards her grappling hook. A scratching sound caught her attention. She turned towards the source of it. A handsome white face with red eyes and sharp teeth stood facing her with its face pressed against the window. She watched as its long nail scratched at the wooden frame. Her flesh felt as if a thousand worms crawled over it.  
 
    Scratch, scratch, scrape, scrape. Never taking its eyes off her and licking its lips.  
 
    What was it doing? Was it intimidating her? Engulfed by fear, Juliette could only watch as the face stared back at her, eyes bright and alive. She soothed herself in the knowledge that the creature was safely on the other side, but to her horror the creature unlocked the latch. It stepped out into the night and, in two bounds, it was upon her. Juliette scrambled back, fell onto the wet and cold tiles of the rooftop, and reached for her knives.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The scream pierced Daelin’s ears. It came from Juliette’s position on the warehouse roof. Cursing, he broke his cover. As Daelin closed in, two shapes appeared in the darkness. Juliette ran along the rooftop, followed by a figure dressed all in black. Two blades hung loose at the man’s side, and Daelin’s heart skipped a beat. There was danger in the air where none existed moments ago. 
 
    Daelin made his way to the edge of the building and leapt into the air. The wind howled around him as he flew into the alley and landed with the grace of a cat in a cart full of hay. From here, he darted across the street and climbed the stone brick of the warehouse building. His hands felt frozen as he climbed, and any hold he could find was slippery and treacherous. Their plan shattered, Daelin would have to pick it up and put it together one piece at a time.  
 
    At the top of the roof, he saw him. He had his back to Daelin and stood over the lifeless form of Juliette. His wide brimmed hat and blades at his side marked him as the black assassin named Lucien, a creature born from a magic Daelin did not understand. Madness! If a beast such as this was here, then things were more serious than Daelin could imagine.  
 
     Two days ago, he was promising himself a life of peace, but now he found himself hunted for murder and fighting monsters. He just wanted to be back in the guild, sharing a whiskey with Wulfrid once more.  
 
    Juliette lay sprawled on her back. Lucian said something, but the rain belted off the tiles and made it hard to listen. Whatever he said, her face was a picture of horror. As Daelin sprinted towards the dark shape, he drew two short knifes from his belt and launched them in quick succession. In an instant, Lucian turned with a smiling grin and sidestepped both knifes with ease. Daelin ran up the angled roof to gain the upper ground. He drew his dark blade and prepared for a frontal attack, trying to forget the legend of Lucian’s swordplay. Lucian shot forward and Daelin felt his throat tighten. He raised his sword to block a slash to the neck. The ringing of steel radiated the same ear-splitting toll of the tower bell. Using his short blade, Daelin attacked with quick stabs and slashes, but Lucian parried with ease using his twin shamshir. The curved blades spun through the air and licked at his stomach.  
 
    Daelin found himself on the defensive as Lucian worked an angle through his block to cut him high on the shoulder. He bared his teeth and leapt back, before trying a low sweeping arc. Lucian floated in the air as he jumped over the blade to land a kick to Daelin’s face. The blow crumpled his nose and sent him flying across the slope of the roof like a used rag.  
 
    As he lay on his back, his vision swam, and the night stars danced in the sky. In what felt like an age, Daelin recovered enough to stand and face Lucian. Juliette overcame her initial shock and circled around Lucian. With a nod, Daelin and Juliette both launched a knife through the air. Lucian spun, revolving like a whirlwind as the blades passed him by inches. He laughed, never removing the sadistic smile from his face.  
 
    Daelin saw movement from the bookstore out of the corner of his eye. A group of men stormed through the front door. What the fuck is happening now? Their immediate focus was dealing with Lucian. These men would have to wait.  
 
    “Who are you and why are you here?” Daelin asked, hoping to draw his attention away from Juliette. Lucian did not reply, but his red eyes glowed brighter, his smile wider. Juliette darted forward to sink her knife into Lucians shoulder. Her unnatural speed took Daelin by surprise, and he found himself shocked at the distance she covered. With the blade in his shoulder, Lucian swatted Juliette with the back of his hand and knocked her to the ground. A sick twist of his mouth replaced the grin. He tore a bloodless knife from his shoulder.  
 
    More movement from the bookshop. A dark shape appeared at the first-floor window and stumbled out onto the ledge. Cursing under his breath, Daelin knew there was no time to deal with Lucian, Juliette, the men, and the merchant all at the same time. He thought of Wulfrid and focussed his mind into a fury, charging at Lucian with his sword held high. He would live and die by the sword this evening. Lucian turned to Daelin and winked at him before running to the edge of the rooftop and leaping into the night sky. Daelin could only watch as the dark assassin glided after the merchant. He wished he had wings to fly after him.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leoh sprinted along the narrow alleyways towards the eastern city limits. Rain lashed at him like a ship in a stormy sea. The force of the wind tried in vain to slow him down. He needed to lose the men and get to Charlotte's house. There was no way they were going to harm her, ever. 
 
    When you grow up in Elrancia, the first thing you learn is to run, not walk. Thieves reach out with sharp daggers, beggars reach out with sharp hands. Leoh remembered being chased by a group pick-pockets through the Randall district. They mistook the books in his bag for money or food. He led them along the Rohar and over the bridges to the centre of the city, through the narrow streets and into an area he knew well. They never saw the hole in the ground until it was too late. 
 
    Thick, bulbous clouds obscured the moonlight, forcing Leoh to run in darkness. He ran his hand along a slimy stone wall to guide himself. Shop signs smashed against walls as the wind funneled its fury down the alley. Curse this wind, why does it never blow behind me. He stopped at the entrance of an inn, resting his back on a barrel to catch his breath. He listened for the sound of boots but heard only his breathing. No time to stop and count my luck. 
 
    Leoh pushed his hair out of his eyes and kept running. His legs ached, and with each step, his feet rubbed against the soles of his boots, creating blisters which threatened to burst. Many of the taverns were closing, and those too drunk to go home were making the nearest alleyway their home. Leoh would rather live amongst the rats and drunks than run scared through the streets.  
 
    He assumed Vladnar had sent the men after him. His cold stare suggested he did not carry out idle threats. But why Leoh? He knew all the books in his store, so what did he want? The thought of a rare book excited him, he imagined a book of spells or magic. If it was worth a fortune, then perhaps he could sell it. It could help to mend the bridge between himself and Charlotte's family. 
 
    The high bridge of Elrancia loomed above Leoh in the night. The foundations seemed to rise forever, an eternal spire to Heraldaz. It was monstrous, forcing the highest buildings to cower and bow under it. It was always there, glimpsed out of the corner of your eye as it rises over every roof. The small city at the top was often shrouded in deep fog, giving the rich and powerful a godlike existence. It frightened Leoh, especially at night when smoke and flame lit up the buildings high in the sky.  
 
    Leoh knew the way to Charlotte's house like the back of his hand. He had made the journey daily for the last year. The familiar alleyways and statues of Heraldaz marked the way before him as he ran in the cold dark night His throat throbbed, and he needed water to help cool the deep burn emanating from it.  
 
    He remembered standing on the stack of books with the rope around his neck. It seemed like a lifetime ago as he ran in the moonlight away from a new danger. He touched the gouges around his neck as he ran, his stomach lurched as shame washed over him. His legs rebelled against him, his pace slowed to a walk. His lungs breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    The ground changed from sodding mud to rough stone cobbles, and his dirty boots scraped pieces of mud like trails of blood as he walked. He took three large gulps of air and leaned against the wall. The rain subsided, and it was a welcome reprieve. 
 
     He found himself in a market square, void of activity apart from a single raven perched on a sign. The raven eyed him sideways before squawking for the whole world to hear. Men’s voices echoed behind him. Brilliant, just what I need. 
 
    He did not have time to run across the square. The men were close if he could hear them. The only option was to hide. Leoh’s eyes settled on a group of large clay pots. They leaned against the wall of a shop like guardsmen, the size of them big enough to hide three men. He peered inside, and his stomach turned at the smell of rotten vegetables. They were halfway to fertiliser. He did not have a choice. The men were upon him, so he climbed up using the wall as a pivot and dropped inside, head first into a storm of foul and wet mush. Cracking eggshells and the squelch of rotten vegetable juice filled his ears when he landed. He tried to remain calm as he listened for sounds of the men following him. The only light came from the hole at the top of the pot, giving him the impression of a rabbit staring out from its underground home. The lack of air did nothing to stop the smell of rotten produce. His eyes stung, and a wave of nausea threatened to envelop him as he struggled to concentrate on what was happening around him. 
 
    Two voices came, speaking over each other. They argued, louder and louder until they sounded on top of him. Leoh didn’t want to risk poking his head out, so he sat and prayed they would go away. 
 
    “We lost him,” said one man. 
 
    “No, we haven’t, Grimwald. He can’t be far away,” said the other. 
 
    “Let’s go back to the shop and continue the search. We don’t need this guy if the book is in the shop.” 
 
    “That’s true, but I ain’t rummaging around his shop all bloody night. Vladnar says the boy knows where it is. I tell you something for free. He scares me half to death and we best believe him.”  
 
    “Let’s split up, he may be hiding. Bardo, you go around that way, and I’ll go around this way, and we will meet at the other end of the square.” 
 
    “Okay, but after we search here, we go back to the shop, right?” said Bardo. 
 
    “Agreed. If we get the money we are promised, I don't want to be doing anything but licking watermelon on a beach in the Yoral Islands for the rest of the year. Heraldaz knows I love the stuff.” 
 
    Feet shuffled closer. The acoustics inside the pot made it difficult to pinpoint where. Gods, why did he always need a piss when he was scared. 
 
    “You know how Vladnar became the king’s adviser, don’t you?” said Grimwald.  
 
    His voice was louder and, unfortunately, it sounded like it was closer.  
 
    “I’ve heard only rumours. I don’t get paid enough to ask questions about a man in his position without worrying about a knife in my back,” said Bardo, his voice starting to fade.  
 
    “Well, rumour or not, it’s well worth remembering what the man is capable of, in case we have to go back empty handed.”  
 
    Leoh’s heart raced at the mention of Vladnar’s name. 
 
    “It is said he was born a peasant in a village far to the north. His parents were deprived, and nobody in their village could read or write. He used to have strange fits and tics, turning him into a freak and outsider. You know how superstitious these backwater village types can get. One day, he claimed he mended the leg of a man trapped under a boulder, and the village proclaimed he had a gift for healing. A few years later, he served in a monastery and lived with a hermit deep in the Holden Mountains. He taught him how to connect with Heraldaz and deliver his message.” 
 
    “Whatever, Grimwald. Sounds like nonsense to me. The man is Angarv in priest’s clothing as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
     “Honestly, I shit you not,” said Grimwald.  
 
    Leoh’s legs knocked against the side of the pot as his legs shook. His heart thudded inside his chest. The man’s voice closed in on his position with every word. 
 
    “Reckon he’s some sort of wizard?” 
 
     “Stop interrupting me, fool. The man who returned to the monastery was not the same man who left, and his zealot ways outcast him even more within the village. Everything was a sin, and no one could escape his judgement. He left the village, and for years, he wandered the northern plains, exchanging holy insight for hospitality. He not only left prayers but bodies in these villages. People say he murdered many who did not proclaim Heraldaz as the only true God. They found no evidence, and he would slip away in the night, moving from village to village. Not long after arriving in Elrancia, the king became ill and his physicians attempted every possible cure without success. Someone told the king about Vladnar preaching at the monastery, claiming to have healing powers. The king summoned Vladnar, and he prayed at the bottom of his bed. A few days later, the king was well again, and Vladnar has never left the king’s side since.”  
 
    “How do you know all this?” asked Bardo. 
 
    “I’ve contacts among the priests. Why do you think they hired us? When you’re as powerful as Vladnar, your history doesn’t stay hidden for long. Unlike you, I ask questions.” 
 
    Leoh was surprised the pot did not topple over with his shaking. His bruised throat felt swollen enough to choke him. He knew Bardo moved away from him, which meant Grimwald headed his way. Time slowed as the footsteps closed in. One of the pots toppled over a few paces away with a mighty crash. 
 
    “Fires within, stop making so much noise, Grimwald, you big oaf. People will come asking questions.”  
 
    “What? We better check inside them, and the top is too high.” 
 
    Leoh’s time was up and moments from capture. Another pot smashed, setting him on edge. How many pots were there, he couldn’t remember? A shadow danced on the wall above him. He ducked at the sight of it and curled into a ball amongst the slime. All he could do was hope for the best.  
 
    Leoh saw a pink fleshy finger wrap around the top of the pot. He closed his eyes and waited for the crash.  
 
    “Whoa, what is that smell?” shouted Grimwald. It was loud enough for the whole city to hear. “Smells like your feet, Bardo!”  
 
    Leoh basked in the few seconds of relief, before a bright light lit up the sky above him. 
 
    “Get away from my pots, you bastards, or I’ll call the city watch,” came the voice of a woman somewhere out in the square.  
 
    “Get back inside, woman, or we will burn your house down with you in it,” said Grimwald.  
 
    The woman screamed, “Jari, Jari, help, help.”  
 
    The strained raspy tone of an elderly man shouted, “What’s going on out there?”  
 
    “These men are going through our fertiliser, and they threatened to kill me,” said the woman. 
 
    The finger remained on the pot. It swayed and wobbled as the man’s grip changed. Leoh felt like he was in a barrel swept out to sea. Brown vegetable juice soaked into his boots and clothes.  
 
    A sound of a sword leaving its scabbard rung in the air, “There is only one way to deal with scum like you,” said Jari. 
 
    “Don’t make me laugh, old man,” said Grimwald.  
 
    “There is no one laughing here, you bastards. Get away from my property.”  
 
    Grimwald’s fingers darted away from the pot and two more swords rang out to join the fray.  
 
    “How dare you? How dare you threaten us,” said Bardo. Heavy boots thudded on the cobblestone as the two men moved towards the shrill of Jari’s voice.  
 
    “Wait, I’m sorry, just leave, please,” said Jari.  
 
    “No time for apologies, old man. You made your feelings clear when you showed me the sharp end of your blade.” The scream ripped at Leoh’s soul. It was inhuman, guttural. The clash of steel, brief, and deadly. Leoh felt a stab of guilt at their demise. Why did they have to die? Anger welled up in him, but he was too afraid to move. What could he do?  
 
    “We have to leave. That scream will alert the city guards,” said Bardo 
 
    “Bloody idiots, the two of them. Now I’ve to sharpen my blade for the second time this week.” 
 
    “Let’s carry on ahead. The nearest guard house is back the way we came.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Grimwald. 
 
    The men’s footsteps faded, and their voices became a whisper once they left the square. Leoh sat there for a moment, to make sure they were gone, before lifting his head out the pot. The square was as empty except for the raven. 
 
    Leoh stood and brushed the rotten vegetables from his clothes. His father’s good jacket smelled of garlic. Sorry, father. He tried to climb out, but the movement shook the pot, and it ended up crashing to the floor with Leoh inside. Shards of clay scattered the courtyard and rotten liquid meandered between cobble stones. The bodies of the man and woman lay next to him, their eyes open. He rolled away in terror. Leoh would have to find another way to get to Charlotte.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leoh saw Charlotte's house in the distance, but something stopped him from running to her door. A feeling of danger, or is it because you stormed out like a child the last time you saw her? Perhaps he needed to be cautious. He gazed around an artisan’s shop. The artist painted a new piece in the corner and didn’t seem to notice Leoh. Even the beautiful coloured paintings and polished sculptures could not sway his focus from Charlotte's house. The sun rose above a merchant shop, and Leoh covered his eyes from the light. A dog barked viciously at a cockerel making it’s morning call. Most people would be in bed or having breakfast.  
 
    He was paranoid. A night of terror would do that to anyone. He walked around the square, pretended to haggle for a copper bracelet. When he got fifty paces from her house, he halted, feeling his insides rattle within his ribcage. A group of men marched into the square on horseback, garbed in the red robes of the priests of Heraldaz. They wore no masks, and their pale faces and cold expressions resembled a gathering of ghosts. Memories of the monk lying face down in the mud returned to him, and he gulped down a slither of bile. Why are they here?  
 
    He slipped behind a wooden pole at the front of a shop and tried to keep his face hidden. Nothing made sense to him lately, but whatever was going on, he was in the middle of it. The men dismounted and stood next to their horses. There were five of them, and they pulled their hoods up to cover most of their face.  
 
    With the men’s horses tied up, they made their way to Charlotte's house without hesitation. Leoh’s blood boiled. What did they want with Charlotte? He would not let them near her. A trickle of confidence rose in him like a spring shoot. He may be afraid, but if you can’t protect the ones you love, who can you protect?  
 
    The men were at the door when Leoh shouted out, “It’s me you’re after.” His voice wavered, but it got their attention. If he was a bystander, he would have cringed. The men turned and removed their hoods. They squinted their eyes in the morning sun to see who dared them. One of the priests chuckled. 
 
    Leoh only had a moment to act. He unhooked the reins of the horses and clapped four of them on the rear, sending them galloping down the street. Leoh had never ridden a horse before, which made his next move all the more dangerous. He swung into the saddle of the remaining horse and kicked its side. The horse refused to move. Its hooves dug into the mud, and it snorted at Leoh in defiance.  
 
    The men were slow to react, but now charged towards him, their robes flailing behind them.  
 
    “C’mon, you dumb horse, get moving. I promise you a feast of apples and carrots.” He tried to remember anything he might have read about horses. He hugged his legs around the horse and rocked forward in the saddle. He lifted the reins to get the horses attention before making a clucking noise. The priests rushed to the bottom of the stairs and opened the gate. He needed to get this horse moving right now. A hand reached out to grab Leoh’s leg, and he kicked it away feebly. As he stared in the direction he needed to go, the horse burst into motion. Leoh rolled backwards, but he managed to hold onto the reins as the horse dragged him screaming down the streets of Elrancia. Dust and mud flew up behind him, obscuring the view of Charlotte's house.  
 
    The men gave chase, but they drifted out of sight as Leoh rounded a corner. His white knuckles clung in desperation to the reins as he sped towards the city gates. Now, all he needed to know was how to stop this horse when the time came. Yet, the wind in his hair made him feel alive, especially knowing he created distance between him and his pursuers. He hoped the distraction was enough to lead them away from Charlotte. He tried to laugh, but his throat burned.  
 
    People raised their eyebrows. They saw a man holding onto a horse in pure desperation. They called out to him to slow down in case he killed someone. As Leoh flew around the corner of a mill, a man carrying a basket of bread ducked for cover, sending the stale bread to land deep in the mud and grime of the street. Leoh turned his head and saw the man shaking his fist and mouthing threats. A child ran out of a doorway to pick up a doll, and the horse jumped over her to land into the soft mud beyond. Leoh exhaled. He needed to get this horse under control.  
 
    As the city walls came into view, the horse tired and slowed to a canter. The horse was at least seventeen hands tall and bred for battle, but this was not an open field, and the muddy and brick streets were dangerous. Leoh’s buttocks throbbed, and the palm of his hand burned from grasping the reins.  
 
    In the distance, the city gates loomed on the east side of Elrancia. Beyond was forest, coastline, and hopefully a chance to breathe. Leoh didn’t have a plan, but the priests did. They planned to use Charlotte to get to him. He figured it best to leave the city until he figured things out. If they harmed Charlotte while he hid in the woods, he would never forgive himself.  
 
    He dismounted the horse and walked the final steps to the gate.  
 
    “Good day, sir,” said one of the guards.  
 
    It was uncommon for the lower class to afford a horse, but Leoh’s jacket was expensive, albeit smelling of rotten vegetables. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind me asking but, where are you going alone, sir,” said the second guard. He was a head taller and more solidly built. A bull in a soldier’s uniform. He turned his nose up as if smelling a rat.  
 
    “I’m going to visit my uncle in Garnet village, a short ride to the coastline. We plan on going fishing you see,” said Leoh. The lie came easy. He did not have an uncle, but with the world kicking him in the teeth, he was too tired to care.  
 
    “No problem, sir, it’s just you don’t have any provisions with you. It’s a few hours ride to the coastline and there are bandits along the road,” said the smaller guard. 
 
    “Where is your fishing rig?” said the bigger guard.  
 
    Leoh opened his mouth to give a sorry excuse, but the dull thud of horses’ hoofs came from behind him. His head sank to his chest. The guards smiled and stepped past Leoh to meet the newcomers. Five men in red robes dismounted and walked towards them. How did they find me so quickly? 
 
    “What business do you have, priests?” said the big guard. 
 
    The smaller guard stepped forward, nodding his head. “You religious zealots think you’re above the laws of this land.”  
 
    “We come for him, men of the city watch,” said one of the priests.  
 
    “On whose authority, priest? We received no word to bar anybody from leaving the city, and we take out orders from the king?” said the big guard.  
 
    Leoh closed his eyes, trying to shut out the outside world. The tension was too much to bear.  
 
    “Step aside and go back to your post. This has nothing to do with you,” said the priest. 
 
    The big guard spat into the mud. “I’m afraid it does if you’re intimidating one of our citizen’s, priest. Your holy law has plagued this city since you arrived. Heraldaz used to mean something to us, but you have twisted his words into something ugly. You cannot just go around naming people blasphemers and burning people at the stake. You hanged five people this week for being monks of the Asha. I knew one of the men, wouldn't harm a bug if it landed in his dinner.” 
 
    The guard’s hands rested on the hilt of his sword. The priests ran their hands along their halberds as if itching to make them dance. 
 
    “We will take this man by force, even if it means we have to go through you,”  
 
    The smaller of the guards hid behind other man’s shadow and tried to reason with him. 
 
    The bigger guard scowled, “Stop being a coward.”  
 
    Leoh gulped a mouthful of bile, he could empathise with the smaller guard. The big man unsheathed his long sword from its scabbard and pointed it directly at the priest who spoke. It marked the end of the conversation. Halberds dropped into an offensive position, the long blade ready to hammer down or stab at anybody within its striking range.  
 
    The smaller guard found his courage and unsheathed his sword as well. Leoh needed to help them, but what could he do? He was unarmed, hungry, and tired. He did not have any military training and knew nothing of defending himself.  
 
    As the guards edged forward, Leoh realised this was his chance to ride away while the priests were occupied. He felt guilty at leaving the men who protected him, but they chose their own words in the end. If I die here, then what will I achieve? The book might make me rich, Charlotte may forgive me. All that won’t matter if I die today.  
 
    Leoh rolled into the saddle awkwardly and kicked the horse it into a gallop out of the gates. As he sped away, he turned to see the outcome of the fight. The smaller guard lay decapitated on the floor with blood dripping into the dirt. His head some distance away from his body. The bigger guard held his own against one of the priests, but their greater numbers overwhelmed him. His cry bellowed into the night as they disembowelled him. Another priest sliced the man in half from his shoulder to his opposite hip. He galloped into the forest and knew if he went straight from here, he would reach the coastline. From there, he could escape the nightmare which threatened to overwhelm him.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    A trickle of blood ran down Daelin’s shoulder. He sneered at it and cursed. His bones ached and groaned as he stood over Juliette. Rain washed the blood from her face, but her nose continued to bleed. Daelin helped her to her feet. She pulled the hood of her cloak over her head once more. Specks of light escaped from bedroom windows, followed by noses pressed against glass. They needed to get away from here.  
 
    Juliette pointed to where Lucian ran after the shopkeeper. “Creatures of the night came crawling.” 
 
    Daelin picked up Juliette's knife, felt the weight of it, then passed it to her hilt first. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Something my mother used to say to me when I was bad. A warning never to disobey Heraldaz’s Living Laws.”  
 
    “Darkness is upon us now, if the stories are true,” said Daelin. 
 
    “What stories, who was that?” 
 
    Daelin walked to the edge of the roof and peered down over the ledge. The creature had jumped into the alleyway and was now out of sight. If he chased the shopkeeper, the man would suffer. They needed to search the shop for the Necromanex while they had the chance.   
 
    Daelin set his jaw and it clicked. “His name is Lucian, and he is a shadow of the night and deadlier in the darkness than either of us. I do not know where he came from, but he was once a member of the Vipers in an earlier form. One day, he left for a mission, and when he returned, his skin was as pale as a snow butterfly. It was not long after that he disappeared. Something must have forced him out of the Vipers for it was over a hundred years ago.”  
 
    Most of Juliette’s face remained hidden. He needed to see her eyes so he knew he could trust her. He shook Juliette’s shoulders to bring her mind into focus. She turned her body and brought her knife up to his neck. He grabbed her by the chin, forcing her to peer into his eyes. The cold knife slid across the stubble at his throat, but he did not care. She tried to turn away while he scanned her face. She is frightened. 
 
    Daelin let her go. “We need to search the bookstore.” 
 
    They scaled their way down the warehouse and stalked across the street. Light burned through the dusty window, and its flame flickered violently from the wind that rushed in from the open door. The smell of old paper reminded him of Wulfrid’s chamber.  
 
    He went in first and searched for any other intruders. Once he was certain no one was there, he walked over to an oak desk at the end of the room. The place was a complete mess, books lying everywhere and in no order. Piles of stacked books lay on top of each other, making the room feel small and cramped. The furniture was at odd angles to the squareness of the room. The place smelled like it was mouldering, and Daelin had no idea how the man lived like this, let alone sold anything.  
 
    “We should split up,” said Juliette. 
 
    “Search for the three symbols Wulfrid described or anything that could help us locate the Necromanex,” said Daelin. 
 
    At the mention of the three symbols, Juliette froze. It was quick, but Daelin could read people’s body language well enough to detect it.  
 
    Daelin rubbed his cheek and sucked his upper lip. “What did Lucian say to you on the rooftop?” 
 
    Juliette rummaged through some loose papers on the floor. “He said he was going to kill me.” 
 
    Daelin growled. “Don’t lie to me, Juliette!” 
 
    “I’m not lying!” She stormed to the far end of the room and lifted a floorboard with her knife.  
 
    Daelin’s feet pounded on the wooden floor towards her. “If he wanted to kill you, I believe he would not hesitate. In fact, maybe he wanted you alive?” 
 
    “That’s impossible. Why would he spare me? I drove my knife into his shoulder and ripped a hole in his cloak.” 
 
    “Yes, and even though he held both his blades, he simply swatted you away with the back of his hand.  
 
    Juliette lifted her head and shut her eyes, squeezing them so tight Daelin thought she might explode. Her lip turned up at one side as if she was about to growl. They were a team, but he could always tell when someone was lying. He would have to let it go for now.  
 
    They pulled up floorboards, checked inside chests, rummaged through stacks of old tomes. The owner was lazy and incompetent, nothing more. The shop was in a mess and lacked order. What I would give to be able to have my own shop and be free from this. 
 
    He rubbed his eyes, but fatigue dragged him down like an anchor. Nobody could help them, they needed to push on. There was too much at stake to give up. He struggled to breathe through his nose and, when he touched it, it scraped like bone dice rubbing together.  
 
    Daelin sighed. “We should check the upstairs as well. My guess is we will find even more chaos.” He walked towards the stairs and saw a book about horseshoe collecting. What kind of man is that? 
 
    Daelin crept upstairs and the wood gave a soft creak. When he reached the top, he stopped in his tracks and positioned himself low to the ground, unsheathing his sword. A hangman’s noose stretched over a beam in the ceiling. It swung wildly from a gust of wind blowing from an open window. It was not what he was expecting. What was going on here? He simply wanted to find out who killed Wulfrid. He did not want to submerge himself in this man’s living nightmare. He needed more complications like a knife in the gut. 
 
    At the bottom of the noose lay a pile of books and an open box. There were items of clothing and loose papers, but when Daelin searched the bottom of the box, he found something of interest. Inside was a gold medallion with three interlocking circles, the same symbol Wulfrid described. It held its shine, even in the dim light of the room.  
 
    Underneath the medallion was a rolled parchment, which Daelin removed and unwrapped. It was a painting of a house within a forest. It, too, displayed the three circles painted on it. The forest consumed most of the painting, and it was impossible to make out any other landmarks to guess at its location. It could just be something from this man’s twisted mind. The circles were added later judging by the type of paint. A strange addition.  
 
    “Where did you find that?” said Juliette behind him. She stared intently at the medallion as if she hungered for it. 
 
    Daelin furrowed his brow. “It was in the man’s belongings.”  
 
    Juliette's eyes widened. “Let me look at them.” She walked over to Daelin and picked up the medallion, staring at it and licking her lips. Her hand came up, and she felt the scar on her cheek. She put the medallion over her head, and it rested against her chest. The gold faded to a dull yellow the moment it was around her neck. 
 
    “You don’t have to stay here, Juliette. You should get yourself out of the city and into hiding until all this is resolved with the Vipers. It’s not your war,” said Daelin.  
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong. This is my war, and I need to find answers as much as you do. We must locate Lucian and find out what he knows. If he was once a Viper, perhaps we can reason with him.” 
 
    Daelin nodded and walked over to the window. “He will not listen to reason. The powerful feast upon the weak and throw away the bones.” He replayed the fight with Lucian in his mind. They were in over their heads. He knew he had the skills to track any man, anywhere, but Lucian was something else entirely. There were powers at work beyond his understanding, but avenging Wulfrid would drive him to the ends of the earth if need be.  
 
    He gave Juliette a sideways glance and rested his hand against the window frame. The moon broke through the clouds and he saw the roof of the warehouse once more. He replayed the fight in his mind and analysed every detail. “He knows something. We kill him or die trying.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Juliette held the medallion in her hand like it was a newborn child. Strength flowed through her, both physically and mentally. It hovered over her chest and sent her heart beat into a rapid flurry. The idea was nonsense, something the crazies down in the mines might think after finding a shiny rock. She dismissed the thought to a dark corner of her mind.  
 
    The room was deathly quiet, and only the sound of the swinging rope creaking against the beam broke the silence. It gave Juliette time to reflect on the tension between them. She knew he did not believe her. There were many things she could not explain to him until she knew the answers herself.  
 
    Daelin sat cross-legged at the window like a monk in prayer. His weapons lay by his side in a neat pile. He began sharpening his knives with a whetstone, one by one. Dry blood peppered his shirt and beard, but he failed to notice. He gazed at the floor with eyes that resembled deep valleys. His nose pointed at an odd angle and he breathed through his mouth. 
 
    The fight with Lucian was the most frightening experience of her life. The edge between living and dying was razor thin. It was true that Lucian spoke to her. She did not pretend otherwise. It was his words she kept locked away in her mind, and she would guard them from anyone who tried to pry them out. She recalled the words as if Lucian still whispered them in her ear. “Witness the face of the man who holds your parents. Do not disappoint me, Juliette.” 
 
    He dropped the sketch of her parents into her lap. The same one she kept locked in her chamber. It fluttered in the wind as it landed. He would murder them for the Necromanex if she did not do as he commanded. Was it possible he murdered Wulfrid as well?  
 
    She couldn’t tell Daelin about this without arousing suspicion of her own involvement. Lucian seemed like the most powerful man in the world right now. He held those she cared about in the palm of his hand. He would crush them to dust if she betrayed him. It was clear she struggled in-between two worlds. Loneliness washed over her in waves.   
 
    Juliette caught a glimpse of Daelin from across the room. He stood up and paced the floor back and forth with his hands behind his back. The muscles of his jaw were tight as he watched the rooftop where they fought Lucian. His dark hair showed greyer in the dawn light, ageing him terribly. Old bastard could do with a whiskey. Hell, even I’d neck a dram the way things are going. The further we get from a plan, the more unstable he becomes. Yet I need him, the same way he needs me. The difference is, I’d betray him in a way he would never think possible.   
 
    She followed his gaze out of the window to see people going about their morning business; Bakers carried loaves of brown bread, weavers spun fabric to the latest fashions, and children splashed pails of water as their mothers tried in vain to scrub them down. Women lifted skirts to avoid the mud from last night’s rain. She envied them for their ability to live without fear, their ability to give and receive love, and wished she could choose her path again. These people would have no idea what just happened an hour ago.  
 
    Juliette scanned the alleyway once more. Her gaze stopped at a man with brown woollen robes. He was a monk of the Asha, the same types she killed for the Vipers. Eyes wide and shoulders high, he stood out from the other people. He zigzagged his way towards the store, eyes focussed in their direction. 
 
    “I think we have a problem,” said Juliette. Daelin removed his eyes from the rooftop and followed Juliette's eyes to the man below. “There is a monk taking notes on the building.” 
 
    Daelin picked his sword. “Get to the side of the window and keep an eye on him.”  
 
    “Where are you going?” said Juliette. 
 
    “We need to talk to him.” 
 
    Juliette moved to the side of the window and out of sight. She licked the scar at her cheek and pulled her hood tight. Daelin slipped downstairs without a sound. The monk edged closer, eyes focussed on the shop and nothing else. Juliette smiled when the sun broke through the clouds to highlight his features in the dawn light. He was obscenely fat, with a protruding belly that threatened to escape from his robe. His shaved head and lack of beard did nothing to hide his many chins. When he was ten paces from the shop, he lifted his head, forcing Juliette to drop her head behind the window. Fat man almost saw me. 
 
    She lifted her head again, but he was gone. Panic rained down on her like a storm. It felt like he stared into my soul. The ring of the shop bell did nothing to settle her, and she rushed downstairs with a fury building. No time for silence now. The fat monk stood at the entrance to the shop. His neck quivered, and his mouth hung loose. She saw the glitter of a knife at his throat as Daelin stepped out from the darkness. Fires within, he’s fast. Daelin patted down the monk and pushed him onto the chair behind the desk. She locked the door and went upstairs for the rope hanging from the beam. 
 
    When she returned, Daelin slipped the knife towards the man’s throat again. 
 
    Juliette tied the man up and sat on the desk in front of him, never removing her eyes from the man. She took out two of her knives and played with them. She rolled them through her fingers and between her hands. The man’s eyes stayed on the blades as she made them dance. 
 
    Daelin’s mouth was inches from the monk’s ear. “Who are you?” said Daelin. 
 
    The monk’s voice wavered. “My name is Fran.” 
 
    Daelin hissed. “Why are you here? The sign outside says it is closed.”  
 
    Juliette knew how the Vipers interrogated people and smiled. She reckoned his nightmare was only beginning.   
 
    Fran’s eyes darted between the two assassins. “The owner is a friend of mine. I just came to say hello.” Juliette saw his left eye twitch as he spoke.  
 
    “If that’s the case, can you describe his bedroom?” said Daelin. He was drawing out the lie from Fran, and Juliette knew what would happen if he lied again.  
 
    “It’s large. There are books around. It’s got a bed in it.” 
 
    Juliette laughed. “He has you there, Daelin.” She spun the knife around her hand, faster and faster until the monk’s eyes could not keep up with them. The hilt pirouetted on her palm, before diving between her fingers once again.  
 
    Daelin smiled a fiendish grin. He took the edge of his blade and sliced the back of the man’s hand. Daelin grabbed it, twisting his chubby palm around so the blood dripped onto the desk for him to see. The monk cried in pain, but his eyes remained defiant. 
 
    “Do with me what you will. I am not afraid to die,” said Fran. 
 
    “Then you came to the right place,” said Daelin.  
 
    “Death is not important.” 
 
    “How so, monk? More of your blood will be spilt on the floor if you do not answer me?”  
 
    “If you think you have power, you’re as blind as you’re weak. The true power of the Everlasting Spring has always come from the absence of power,” said Fran. 
 
    Juliette regarded the monk’s tone. The pig is delusional, which means his will is iron. His hand bled profusely onto the table. 
 
    “Stop speaking in riddles, monk,” said Daelin. 
 
    “Let me explain so you understand. Imagine holding a knife to an enemy’s throat and you decide to put it to one side. Now imagine the enemy kills you. If he does, he knows he does not do it by his strength, but by your choice.” 
 
    “Yet, you’re still dead,” said Daelin, his upper lip rising into a smile.  
 
    “Dead you will be, but we believe that for life to exist there must be harmony created by balance. If a man chooses to steal, there must be another man willing to give back. If you take my life, my acceptance to die will balance out your evil deed. I will ascend higher in the Everlasting Spring, and you will fall deeper into despair.”  
 
    “We shall test your theory,” said Juliette. She launched herself from the desk and grabbed one of the monk’s ears. She sunk her knife through the soft flesh and out the other side. The knife hung loose in his ear like a tribal earing. Juliette smiled, but she didn't think Daelin would appreciate it. He sucked his cheeks as if tasting something sour.  
 
    Daelin grabbed the monk by the shoulders. “Truth or darkness, monk?” said Daelin. 
 
    The priest chanted to himself in a language Juliette did not understand. She grabbed his jaw and forced his face towards Daelin.  
 
    “I will give you truth, though what you perceive as darkness falls short on reality. My truth is that you will never break my spirit. Remove my ear and I still hear the rush of water from the Everlasting Spring. Remove my eyes and I still smell the mountain air as I soar above it. There is nothing I have that I will not sacrifice for my beliefs.”  
 
    Juliette’s eyes met Daelin’s, and an understanding passed between them. Daelin removed the knife and wiped the monk’s blood onto his robes. He pulled out a cloth and wrapped the priest’s hand to stem the bleeding. The monk smiled at the gesture, but it was clear he was in pain. His words were the only thing convincing Juliette he did not care about his body.  
 
    The monk winced as Daelin tended the wound in his hand. “I see a kindness in both of you. It is buried deep within, but I can feel it. Your exterior cannot hide from Asha’s eyes.” 
 
    “You know nothing of us, monk. If you knew who we were, you would not be loose with your tongue,” said Daelin. 
 
    “Oh, how so?”  
 
    Daelin did not reply, and a silence fell upon the group. Juliette pulled the knife from his ear but wanted to sink it into his heart. The monk would not be breathing if she had him to herself. If he knew anything about the Necromanex, he better tell them soon. 
 
    “I was asked to come and check on the boy,” said Fran. 
 
    “Asked by whom and safe from what?” said Daelin. 
 
    “I can’t say his name, but you will find him at the monastery. He isn’t there now, but he will be back soon.” 
 
     Juliette saw a vein appear at Daelin’s temple, throbbing slowly. “You’ll take us to him, but you’ll die if you lead us into a trap.” 
 
    “Understood.” His eyes rested on the chain around Juliette neck. “Where did you find the amulet?” Juliette smiled at the chain. There was something mesmerising about it she could not explain.  
 
    Daelin interjected and grabbed the priest by throat. “What do you know of this? People have died over this symbol, monk,” said Daelin. 
 
    The monk studied them and blinked. He stuttered, “The interlocking rings represent the elements of the Afterworld: fire, earth, and water. According to the teachings of Heraldaz, The Bridge of Lies, our world, and the Bridge of Song have been linked since the dawn of time, and these elements represent the main element in each world. There is a man you can speak to who believes these links are broken. He is the same man who sent me here. He may have the answers for you.” 
 
    “Very well. I want you to know I’ve killed enough holy men in the past to start their own order,” said Daelin. Juliette felt cold, as if Daelin’s words were like ice. Betraying him felt like suicide.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Standing at the edge of the world, Leoh knew his fate was sealed. The hounds caught his scent and drove their masters forward at a furious pace.  
 
    Knees shaking, heart hammering to a furious beat, Leoh did well to make it out of Elrancia alive. With no food and water, his pace dropped to a crawl, and his enemies gained precious ground.  
 
    His horse snapped its ankle in the forest, and Leoh felt responsible. He had never ridden a horse before today, and so he guided it through uneven ground at breakneck speed. He was lucky to be alive after being thrown from the saddle. Leoh didn’t think he would ever forget the tear in the horse’s eye as it thrashed in pain in the cold wet mud.  
 
    Leoh made his way out of the forest and across an open plain, only to find himself at the edge of a huge cliff, shrouded in fog. He remembered a story about the tribes who lived along the coast. It was said that they could jump from these cliffs and turn into eagles, soaring to avoid capture after a raid.  
 
    He could jump from the cliff, or turn and fight for his life. Both options would lead to his demise. He thought of Vladnar and his search for the book. The Necromanex? He rolled the word over his lips, searching his mind. The priest said the name, and it felt corrupted. Stained and dirty as if his words were poison.  
 
    A deep sigh escaped his lips. It was only a day ago when he was faced with a similar choice. Fight for his life or end it alone and afraid. It felt a lifetime ago as he stood perched upon the cliff. The ground underneath him felt as unstable as the pile of books he stood on before. The choice to jump or fight clenched his stomach in ripping knots.  
 
    Leoh peered over the edge of the cliff and a gust of wind whipped his face. One hundred feet below, grey weathered rocks grew out of a dark sandy beach, and the roaring waves crashed and heaved. To Leoh, it sounded like the most inviting sound in the world, convincing him to jump and join them. No troubles, no fear, nothing would exist if he were to jump. It was preferable to being mangled by the jaws of the hounds or beaten to death by the dark robed pursuers. 
 
     He bent down to pick up a handful of dirt, glaring at it as if it was a fistful of diamonds. The coarse grains crumbled in his hand, and he found himself trying desperately to keep them together. The tighter his grip, the more grains fell to the ground until only one grain remained. It was like a microcosm of his life as the last grain battled in the wind to remain on top of his palm. 
 
    With his back to the world, Leoh felt a beaten man in his dirty blue jacket and mud-stained trousers, his mid-length hair matted to his face. One boot had been lost in the first hour of his escape. The pain in his exposed foot was raw at first, but now he couldn't feel it. Power and determination drove his legs to do things he did not think were possible. He laughed at the rolling waves, giggled at the thought of freedom. Perhaps a chance to board a ship to a faraway land across the ocean. The taste of salt turned sweet. The islands of Cocas were warm this time of year, the beaches white and smooth under foot, or so he read. Leoh laughed hysterically.  
 
    “A reason to jump,” Leoh murmured to himself.  
 
    Edging forward, rocks crushed under his feet as birds nesting below cried out in anger. There was no way down from here. The cliff face was a sheer vertical drop of bare rock, and Leoh was never much of a climber, preferring to read his books under candlelight at home. From this vantage point, a man should see the glowing lights of the fishing vessels coming into shore, but the mist obscured the horizon.  
 
    As the pursuers gained ground, an orange flame reflected off the grey mist in front of him. His heart sunk, and a deep calm came over him. He let one foot hang off the edge.  
 
    “This is it,” he said through grating teeth. 
 
    As he shut his eyes, he edged forward into an endless black horizon, surrendering himself to the soft breeze. It enveloped his tired body like a soft feather bed. 
 
    A hand grabbed his shoulder and shook him from his spiral of despair. He turned to see a man with long white hair staring at him, dragging his miserable vessel back onto the cliff edge. 
 
    The man growled. “What do you think you’re doing, fool?” 
 
     Leoh’s mind went into overdrive. He had made his peace with Heraldaz and was willing to die. 
 
    The man laughed. “Any man who takes his own life will lose all in eternity.” Did he not realise who chased him? 
 
    “You’ll kill us both. This isn’t your fight, old man. The priests will name you a blasphemer for helping me.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong, my friend,” said the man as he smiled down at Leoh. He recognised him from somewhere, but the thread of the memory eluded him.  
 
    Where did he come from? His clothes were from the mountains of Moray, the spiritual home of the Azzar. As his deep red cloak blew wildly in the now roaring wind, it exposed a simple, red woollen sheet wrapped around his body like a toga. However, the staff hanging from his side marked him as someone to fear, a shaft of glittering steel with ancient runes running its length. Leoh swore he saw a faint glow of red from the man’s hand and a dark glow of blue from the staff. 
 
    Now there was only one choice, fight, then die, but the old man seemed oblivious to what lay ahead of them. The bark of a hound cried out like thunder and squashed any thoughts of escape. Five figures with grey masks appeared from the mist like ghosts. The masks were human-like, stitched leather to hide the smiles and crazed eyes of the pursuers underneath. Their halberds of gold shone against the torches of fire in their hands. It seemed they possessed inhuman determination for punishment and justice for those they deemed unworthy. Leoh knew there was nowhere to hide. 
 
    One of the pursuers stalked forward and stopped just ten paces in front of Leoh. It was impossible to tell if they were male or female under those masks, but when the figure spoke, his voice marked him for male.  
 
    “Come with us,” he commanded. “We will not harm you…exactly.” There was something sinister in his voice, and it made Leoh shudder. He was out of his depth here. A few wrong words and he would never make it back to Elrancia or Charlotte.  
 
    “I’ve committed no crime,” said the old man. “And neither has my new friend here. I’m afraid you have wasted your journey from the city, my apologies.” 
 
    From the pursuers, laughter, low and knowing, which spoke of their confidence. 
 
    “You would do well to obey our orders. We will not ask a second time,” replied the unnamed priest. 
 
    Leoh slid back, hoping to increase the distance between him and the threat ahead. A gust of wind raced up his spine and signalled he could go no further. Bile rose in his mouth and tasted of sickness and death. 
 
    “The Necromanex is not in his possession. Tell your master its secrets remain locked away from the curiosity of men such as your high priest. Death is a doorway between mortals and gods, but you’re only weak men seeking a back door to eternal peace. This was once a free land of peace and prosperity before your kind ushered in corruption and fear. The entire world has turned its back on your campaign of genocide and greed in the name of your god,” said the old man.  
 
    “Who do you think you are?” shouted the pursuer, his grey mask shaking in a boil of fury. “We know he has the Necromanex, and we will stop at nothing to learn its secrets. Once the final gates are opened, we will serve Heraldaz in eternal peace as is our destiny.” 
 
    “My name is Lokkur. I was once known amongst you as the eternal sinner, although it is a name entirely without merit. Take care to remember that. If only you priests knew what lay beyond this world.” 
 
    Two of the priests edged forward, stalking around their prey and cutting off any exit. The two-remaining stood with the hounds, ready to unleash them. They lowered their halberds, and Leoh knew it was time. His vision shimmered and dimmed as though he were about to pass out. Small dark stars formed in his mind. A muffled cry and the sounds of men shouting. Lights of blue and red flashed in slow motion as he struggled to focus on their source. It was as if he watched a grand show through frosted glass, a single spectator behind his own mind. As his balance shifted and swayed, Leoh began to fall, spiralling down and down as the wind rushed up around him. The intensity of the wind increased as he gained speed, reaching terminal velocity in a heartbeat. Kicking and screaming, the intensity felt as if the wind was trying to lift him up, a false friend in a vortex of suffering. 
 
    He screamed into the wind, “This is how I die!”  
 
    Leoh fell for an eternity, waiting for the moment when blackness would take him. He hoped he would die, for only pain would await those who did not. Leoh turned his body in the air. He did not want to see his fate at he hurled towards the bottom. He was a coward, after all.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daelin didn't take any chances. His knife dug into soft flesh as the monk led them to his monastery. Daelin walked on one side of him while Juliette scouted ahead. A bandage covered half the monk’s head but, luckily, the hole in his ear didn't bleed too much. The wound on his hand was a different matter, it was going to need stitches if Daelin didn't finally kill him.  
 
    The sun had reached its zenith, but the colossal bridge obscured the light. It created a midday shadow that reminded the people of Elrancia of their station. Gulls flew in from the coast and fought for mouldy scraps next to a rickety red door. A man washed his child in dirty brown water that gathered in a puddle. Everything was as usual in Elrancia, and Daelin didn't like it one bit. He spat into the mud as they skirted past a house built into the recess of an old mine shaft. He glanced over the edge and into the darkness below. A rickety wooden walkway wound down into the shaft. One heavy rainfall and the strength of it would be tested. He glanced over the shoulders of passersby, rolling the knife in his hand when his palms began to sweat. He blinked so hard he thought his eyelids would fuse shut. The cut on his shoulder gnawed at him for attention. He breathed with jagged breaths to avoid sucking air through his broken nose. 
 
    They journeyed in relative silence, with Daelin asking questions about the man’s place of worship. He reserved questions about the stranger until now.  
 
    “I’ll ask you again, monk, who is this man?” 
 
    With a heavy sigh, Fran focussed on his muddy feet. Daelin smiled, his silence about the man’s identity would break. “His name is Lokkur, and he is a mage of the Azzar and friend to our monastery, even though we do not share the same beliefs. He came to us yesterday, asked us to check the book store for any signs of danger or break-in,” said Fran.  
 
    “Did you not ask why?” said Daelin, gripping the man’s shoulder with his free hand. 
 
    “He said he would be recognised if he went himself. We have known him for many years, we trust him.” 
 
    “How convenient.” Daelin laughed.  
 
    “I take it you aren’t a man of faith?” 
 
    “Trust me, Priest, faith in God will get you killed in this city.” 
 
    “Tell me, stranger, are you content in life?” 
 
    Daelin searched for an answer, but his mind was like a giant maze with no exit. You’re a miserable bastard. What kind of father or husband would you be. His insides felt rotten and hollow. In truth, he was heartsick, his mind lost as his boots trudged through the mud of the city towards an unknown future. “I sleep like a baby. Tell me. Do you feel content in a city that seeks to burn you for not praying to Heraldaz? 
 
    “Yes, sublimely so. The burnings only affirm our belief in the Everlasting Spring. We have a duty to protect and help the poor in this city.” 
 
    Daelin laughed. An old man sat eating a plate of mouldy bread, gobbling it up as if it was a feast. Two children fought over a crushed apple trampled by a horse and cart. These were hard times in Elrancia. The gold never trickles down into the hands of the poor.  
 
    Daelin gripped the monk tighter, whispering in his ear, “You say you bring comfort to those in pain. What makes you think you understand them? You sit in your monastery and meditate, separating yourself from the world around you. The reality is, you worship death as if it were a chariot ride to paradise. What sacrifice is that? A gift of death is a gift wrought in fire. It is stained, bloody and tainted by Angarv.” 
 
    “You speak like someone stained by chaos. I can read you, stranger. There is no evil there, only pain. You have strayed from the path of virtue many times, but not all is lost. You—” 
 
    “Be quiet,” Daelin said. His eyes quivered at the onset of a tear. “Just shut your mouth.” 
 
    “Very well. Stay within the light, stranger, and your path will be marked forever.”  
 
    With a sigh, Daelin released the knife from the monk’s ribs and placed it back in its sheath.  
 
    “My name is Daelin, and the woman is Juliette.”  
 
    The monk nodded. His eyes scanned a crowd gathered in the square ahead of them. Daelin narrowed his eyes at the throng of people. Juliette waited for them and ushered them towards the veranda of a smith’s workshop. Crowds meant danger, and in Elrancia, it often meant an execution. Blood was on her cloak and she wiped her blades with the back of Fran’s robes. 
 
    “What part of staying hidden did you not understand? Said Daelin. His plan was unravelling in front of his eyes. This is why I work alone.  
 
    Juliette pointed to Fran with the edge of her blade. “You want the red robed fucks to capture him?” She put her hands on her hips. “Let’s just say we have a few less to worry about.” He didn't have time to argue but growled at her instead.   
 
    Daelin scanned the crowd. A pyre dominated the centre of the square. Men carried wooden poles and secured them to the middle of the pyre. The language of the people reeked of filth. 
 
    “Burn the unbelievers,” one woman shouted.  
 
    “Heraldaz is the only true God,” said a young boy carrying a wooden toy.  
 
    Daelin needed to get the monk out of here, and fast. His robes were a symbol of the Asha, and when the bloodlust of the mob was up, anything could happen. Vladnar’s priests had the power to arrest the Asha, and the burnings only happened after a trial. Yet, no one was ever innocent of blasphemy in their eyes. 
 
    “Take off your robes,” said Daelin.  
 
    “Never. They are as part of me as your knives are a part of you.” 
 
    Daelin pointed to the side of the pyre where Ten priests of Heraldaz stood. “Then we may as well deliver you to the group of red priests over there.” Their red robes rustled in the breeze, and their pale grey masks were pulled tight over their faces. They were hideous. 
 
    “We should head back the way we came,” said Juliette. 
 
    Daelin noted the hungry crowd pour in from every alleyway. They flowed like tributaries of a large river. “I don't think we can.”  
 
    Juliette shrugged her shoulders, “I’m going that way. Suit yourself if you don't trust me.” Daelin sucked in air through his teeth and snarled. He went to grab her, but she was gone. Fucking bitch!  
 
    He grabbed the monk. “Let’s get onto the roof.”  
 
    They made their way around the back of the smith’s workshop and moved some crates against the wall. Daelin hoisted the monk up onto the roof first. It was made of strong thatch, but it would be easy to fall through if they were not careful.  
 
    “Stay down and keep your eyes forward,” said Daelin.  
 
    The shouts of the crowd increased, and Daelin afforded a glance at what was happening in the square. The red priests led two men towards the pyre. One of the men kicked and screamed while the other man walked with dignified grace. They wore the same robes as Fran, but they were ripped and bloody. Daelin could feel the tension rising as if the whole world held its breath. One of the red priests bound their hands to a black wooden pole before turning to address the crowd. The man was still fighting and screeching, the sound inhuman. His faith in Asha wavered. The red priest raised his hand to silence the crowd, and they duly followed. Like the shepherd controls the flock.  
 
    They came to the end of the roof and Fran stopped. He turned to stare at his brethren tied to the stakes. Daelin noted the priests lip quiver but he held his head high. He couldn’t hear what the red priest said, nor did it matter to him. The torches soaked in oil grabbed his attention, and within moments, the flames licked at the two men’s feet. Daelin pushed the monk on the back. “We have to get moving, Fran. Go now.” 
 
    They dropped into the mud with a soft squelch. The wind was in their faces and the smell of burning flesh hung in the air, plundering their other senses. Nothing prepared you for the smell of burning human meat, and nausea washed over Daelin. Too many times I stood shoulder to shoulder with burning soldiers. Scorched flesh, singed hair, cries for their mothers to help them. A wall of flame around us and no air to breathe. That is why I like the darkness, there is never a flame inside the veil of a shadow.  
 
    The high bridge of Elrancia blocked out the sun like a solar eclipse, and the flames illuminated the faces of the crowd in a soft orange glow. Fear gripped many of those calling for blood only moments before. Children hid behind their parents, and only a few had the stomach to watch to the end. 
 
    “Goodbye, brothers. May you ascend from this life and attain eternal peace,” said Fran.  
 
    They made their way down the narrow streets onto a small stone bridge. The water beneath them was filthy and contaminated with waste. At the end of the bridge was a gate, and beyond it, a row of houses leading up a hill to the monastery. Black smoke rose above the buildings behind them. Juliette was waiting for them at the gate, feet tapping as if eager to press on.  
 
    “Everything ahead feels secure. There are only monks and peasants around, the only guards are for the mines. Perhaps Fran is telling us the truth,” said Juliette. 
 
    “You do that again, I’ll kill you,” said Daelin.  
 
    Juliette smiled. “Understood, now move your old legs and follow me.”  
 
    Daelin mumbled under his breath, “You’ll be the death of me, if my old legs don't get me killed first.” 
 
    As they made their way up the hill, Daelin noted piles of churned up earth, completely devoid of any vegetation. “Watch your step,” said Daelin. “We are walking through the top of an old mine.” 
 
    “This used to be a rich part of the city. I remember when my uncle lived here, until his house mysteriously burned down and a mine opened a month later,” said Juliette. 
 
    “Now the mines collapse, dragging all the people in to them,” said Fran.  
 
    “When you build your house on top of an old mine, what do you expect,” said Daelin. 
 
    “What choice to people have? Overpopulation and greed is killing this city,” said Juliette. “Elrancia is built into a crater, the first king was simply the first man to explore it and find gold, nothing more. The bridge was built to protect the nobles from the mines, but if they dig any more holes, the whole city will collapse, I reckon. The nobles are drunk on wealth and power, not the holy blood of kings. But what is a king, if not the one with the most power.”  
 
    Daelin frowned over his shoulder, he didn't trust the way the shadows twisted in the light. It seemed at odds with the way the sun sat in the sky. “I hate politics, we need to be out of the street and away from the arse end of the city,” said Daelin.  
 
    Fran led them up the hill and towards the monastery. The walls of the building were bleached white stone and three levels high. The massive red tiled roof sloped down and over the building like a protective shield. Paintings of the Asha deities lined the edge of the roof, and pillars rose from the ground to hold up the large canopy between the main door and the street. 
 
    Daelin pointed at the lavish building. “You preach about helping the poor? This place is a palace. One day, a desperate man will stand at your door and decide to take it for himself. What will you do then?” 
 
    “Desperate men stand at our door every day. We will do as we have done for hundreds of years. We will open our doors and let him in,” said Fran. Daelin shook his head. It will be the death of you. 
 
    Daelin pushed open the heavy red wooden door of the monastery. A sense of peace enveloped him. In the centre of a great hall were long benches lined with colourful cushions. The stained-glass windows reflected beams of soft light onto the new arrivals as they made their way to the front dais.  
 
    “When will Lokkur return?” asked Daelin. 
 
    Fran shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe tonight, maybe tomorrow.” 
 
    “It will be a long night for you, monk. Just remember, we will be watching you in case you try to warn anybody.” 
 
    “Can I at least sit and rest.” 
 
    Daelin nodded, and the man sat down on a bench. At the other end of the hall, two monks made their way towards them. Juliette backed away and tiptoed to the corner of the room, observing their every move. The monks stopped by Daelin and nodded at Fran. Their eyes widened when they saw the bandage around his head, but they moved on without a word. Their footsteps became whispers as they left the hall and went out the main door. A brooding silence descended upon the hall in their absence. 
 
    There is something about the quiet that calms a busy mind. When your senses are overloaded, it’s easy to crumble under the strain of pressure. No cries, no anguish, no smoke or fire in here. Daelin breathed deep. He closed his eyes and thought of Wulfrid. His old leader would be avenged. The hardness to Daelin’s face softened, and he sat next to Fran.  
 
    “You seem troubled. Perhaps you can tell me why you’re here? We may find there is no need to hold me against my will.” 
 
    Daelin’s stomach groaned and his eyes lost focus. I could eat a horse I’m so hungry. He would burn the world for Wulfrid, but the monk was not his enemy. They were not the same men who wandered the streets in their red robes rounding up people for hangings. They were not the cultists using Heraldaz as an excuse for power.  
 
    “My father was murdered,” said Daelin. It felt odd saying the name but, somehow, it felt right to consider Wulfrid his father. This was the first time he had talked about it, and he could feel the huge burden on him lifting with each word. “All we want is to find out who killed him.”  
 
    “I see, brother. I hope you find answers, and forgiveness.”  
 
    Daelin considered the dais at the front of the hall. Heraldaz would never accept those who killed for coin, but the words of the monk comforted him. The dais rose high above the hall in a spiralling staircase. At the top was Merin, a white lotus symbolising hope.  
 
    “Daelin,” said Juliette. His head whipped around at the sound of his name. He didn’t even hear her coming. “There is a man coming.” She moved to the window and peered outside. The light draped the side of her face to show tight lines around her eyes. “You won’t believe it, but the book store owner is lying across the back of a horse either dead or unconscious.”  
 
    Daelin leapt to his feet, dragging the monk up as well. He unsheathed his knife and forgot the serenity around him. The knife slid towards the priest’s ribs once again. “We are going to observe this man for a time. Do not try to give us a way,” said Daelin.  
 
    He watched the priest open his mouth to protest, but Daelin put a single finger to his mouth instead. Juliette found the darkness in the hall. Only fools rushed into a den of wolves without knowing how many were inside.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daelin sat perched above the dais, deep within the shadows of the hall. The beam he rested on was sturdy, bolted into the main frame of the roof. Sunlight poured in through the stained-glass windows like spears of coloured lights. Dust swirled and danced to a nameless tune in shards of orange, purple and red. 
 
    Daelin observed the old man as he came into view. His shoulders sagged below a torn red cloak. His clothes were travel stained, and brown puddles formed at his feet as he walked. Two monks carried the unconscious boy. His clothes were tattered and sodden, yet he wore a fine blue jacket. He was missing a shoe, and his foot appeared bloody and swollen. Daelin recognised him as the boy who fled through the shop window. He was young, but he had killed younger. Daelin hoped he would survive long enough to question him.  
 
    Daelin could make out the faint outline of Juliette from the other side of the hall. The potential in her was clear. Apart from her inability to think sometimes, she was an astute scout, and there had been nothing to contradict the report she gave to Daelin when they arrived. She was also as quick as a jackrabbit. One minute he could sense her behind him, the next she was scaling the dais for a closer look. His respect grew for her as each day passed. Perhaps I was too hard on her. She reminds me of myself all those years ago. The one thing he could not figure out was why she was lying to him. She knew something, he felt it in his weary bones.  
 
    As the sun changed position in the sky, it illuminated different parts of the hall with coloured beams. They needed to avoid the light at all cost. The heavy dust forced Daelin to cover his mouth with his blood-soaked cloth.  
 
    The man was a mage of the Azzar. That made Daelin nervous. He did not believe in magic, but he saw enough to suggest he may have been naive. Wulfrid’s hollowed eyes and bloodless body could easily have been the work of a mage, which meant Daelin could not afford to treat this man as a friend just because he kept company with a group of monks.  
 
    Daelin could make out Juliette as she followed the group to the end of the hall. She would hear their conversation if she stayed hidden. Once they left, she made her way back to Daelin. 
 
    Her cloak covered her entire body, and it was difficult to tell where she ended and the darkness began. “The mage goes by the name of Lokkur. He says the boy is alive, but he’s in critical danger. His name is Leoh. He found him at the cliffs near Garnet.” 
 
    Daelin whispered, “Fires within, It’s a long way to the cliffs with Lucian after you. Perhaps there is something to this boy.” 
 
    “There is more. The mage asked the priests to help conceal his identity until he’s able to leave.” 
 
    “We will get answers once the boy wakes up.”  
 
    As Juliette turned to slip into the dark, Daelin touched her on the shoulder. “Well done,” he said. Juliette shrugged her shoulders and walked away.  
 
    It was a start anyway. Caution is what kept me alive this long. They would be safe here in the meantime, as long as they kept out of sight from the mage. Maybe Daelin could shut his eyes for a moment and dare to dream. 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    5 years ago 
 
      
 
    Leoh watched his father with one eye open. The floorboards gave a soft creak as his father paced back and forth in the living room. It was a small area, and there was barely enough room for the two beds, let alone enough space to move. His father tried to pull on his boots, fumbling in the darkness before getting the feet mixed up. Leoh had a little giggle from underneath his bed sheet. It was the middle of the night and something was troubling his father. It was unusual for him to be up and dressed at this hour.  
 
    Leoh was eager to please his father, so he pretended to sleep, and watched the scene unfold in front of him. A feeling of panic trickled into Leoh’s thoughts.  
 
    His father packed some clothes and food into a bag. If he planned to go somewhere close by, why would he need food? When was he planning to come back?  
 
    Leoh’s eyes stalked his father like a cat in the shadows. They followed him to the window where he picked up a piece of paper and wrote something with an ink pen. Whatever he wrote, he was not happy with the first, second, or third attempt, and made a low cursing sound as he threw away the scraps of paper and started anew.  
 
    His father shot a series of quick glances at Leoh, but he was good at pretending to sleep. As he counted the seconds in his head, butterflies fluttered in his stomach. He couldn’t explain the feeling, but it felt like the time he lost his father at the Ever Summer market. Leoh was distracted by the fire dancers and wandered off alone. His father was furious.  
 
    His father glanced at him, and Leoh shut his eyes once more. After a long silence, his footsteps moved through the room and down the stairs.  
 
    Once his father’s footsteps faded to silence, he rolled out of bed and placed his soft feet onto the wooden floor. They felt frozen as they left the warmth of the bed. His father always told him to wear his shoes when walking around. He tiptoed towards the bag and peered inside. It was the same one they used to carry the heavier books from the dealer. It was full of clothing, food, and an old map, its edges crumpled and torn. He was going on an adventure without him. Leoh needed answers.  
 
    He crept down the stairs, navigating his way through the litter of books on the floor like tiny bear traps. He was better at keeping quiet than his father. He watched from the bottom of the stairs as his father removed something from the floorboards underneath the desk. His father head shot up, his face twisted as if he had been caught in the city treasury.  
 
    “Leoh, why are you awake? Get back to bed.”  
 
    Leoh whispered, “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Listen, son. I’ve got to go away for a while, a week maybe. I want you to know I’ll be back soon. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Where do you need to go for a week? Can I come with you?”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Son, this is important. It’s something I need to do on my own, and something I should have done a long time ago.”  
 
    His father held something in his arms, but it was dark downstairs, and there was not enough light to make out what it was. 
 
    “Okay, Father. I’m scared of running this place on my own. I don’t think I’m ready for it.”  
 
    “You’ll be fine, Leoh, believe me. One day, you’ll make me the proudest man alive.” 
 
    Leoh walked over and gave his father a hug. He buried his face into his chest and curled his arms around him. He was ready to let go when his father pulled him in tighter, squeezing the air out of him. 
 
    “I love you, Leoh. Don’t ever forget it.” 
 
    “I love you too, Father.”  
 
    Leoh turned around, made his way up the narrow staircase, and tucked himself under the sheets. He could not stop smiling as he recalled his father’s words, 
 
    ‘One day, you’ll make me the proudest man alive.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leoh opened his eyes to a wonderful view, pictures depicting battle and victory within a realm of magical forest and mountains. His breath caught in his throat when he recognised the warriors as those of the Azzar, battling strange beasts in a world of fire. The colours were bright and strong as if painted recently. There was something ancient about the writing Leoh could not explain. One man stood out above the others. He was at the front of the battle and held in his hands a staff of shining silver. The paintwork came alive as the staff thrust towards the demons.  
 
    Fear and pain replaced the awe and wonder of the paintings. His back felt like he had slept on a bed of rusty nails, and as Leoh went to rise, his stomach lurched and heaved as if he’d drunk his weight in wine. It was daylight outside, but what day was it? How did he get here? Where was Charlotte? The last thing he knew he was falling from a cliff. Who was the old man who saved him? None of those events explained why he found himself in this room or how he survived. 
 
    As the light poured through the window, it highlighted the rest of his surroundings. He was on a bed in the corner of the room, dressed in a soft woollen shirt and cotton trousers. His old clothes lay folded on a round table, including his father’s jacket. Someone had taken the time to wash the smell and mud from it. He smelled the fragrance of lavender in the air. It brought back memories of Charlotte.   
 
     In search of answers, he limped towards the door and peered outside. The room opened into another bedroom. Staring at him from a wooden chair was the man who saved him. A simple woollen white shirt replaced the red toga, but he wore the same red cloak around his shoulders. His white hair and beard gave him a grandfatherly look as he relaxed in a chair reading a large blue leather-bound book.  
 
    “You’re finally awake,” said Lokkur. “I wasn’t sure if you would survive the fall but here you are. You were a heavy load to carry I have to say, poor horse. We’ve a lot to discuss when you’re ready, and I’m sure you will have many questions.”  
 
    Confused, Leoh sat down on the edge of the bed. The pain in his back flared. The room was sparsely furnished, and the lotus insignia etched onto the door marked it as a monk’s chamber.  
 
    Lokkur poured him a cup of hot tea and settled back into his chair, never taking his eyes off Leoh for a second.  
 
    “Why did you save me? What happened?” Leoh asked.  
 
    “That is two questions and difficult to explain in a few words. Time is short for us so I’ll explain what I can for now. I rescued you because you have something belonging to me. I searched the city for a long time, Leoh. A long, long time.” The mage’s tongue rolled the last part like his patience wore thin. Leoh knew that when people’s patience stretched thin, drastic measures normally followed. “I felt something the other day, an energy pulling me towards your bookstore. When I found you, the dark priests were chasing you out of the city. I couldn’t let them get their hands on the Necromanex, you see. Not before I found it myself, I might add.”  
 
    The old man chuckled as if this was some sort of joke, that death was all a game. Leoh felt his head spin.  
 
    “You fell from the cliff, and I used most of my energy to make sure you did not crash upon the rocks but, instead, floated down like a feather.” Lokkur weaved his hand left and right to mimic the falling feather. “It left me heavily exposed while fighting the priests, but I eventually overcame them. I climbed down to the rocks and found a way to get you to safety. I carried you back to my horse and brought you here. However, my memories in the last few days are lost to magic and whiskey.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Magic is for stories, tales. There must be another explanation.”  
 
    Lokkur spread his hands in good gesture “No other explanation, boy.”  
 
    Leoh sighed. “I told Vladnar, I don’t know about the Necromanex,” 
 
    Lokkur nodded. “A good lie Leoh, a good lie. His trail will go cold soon enough.” 
 
    Leoh smiled at the old man. Is he going senile? “Really, I don't know where it is? You saved my life, but I don’t have the Necromanex.”  
 
    “So, you’re saying you don’t know where it is?” There was sadness to his face. Leoh saw the same upturned smile every time he stared in the mirror. Lokkur picked up a bottle next to him and took a good drink before offering some to Leoh. It was a bottle of MacKaren and Leoh scowled, then refused. 
 
    “Time is something I do not have, Leoh. Do not play games with me. I never go out of my way to save people out of the generosity of my heart. If you’re lying, I’ll deliver you to Vladnar myself. We haven’t seen each other for some time.” 
 
    Leoh felt uneasy. He slid to the other side of the bed and away from the man who saved him. Lokkur raised his eyebrows and his eyes darted to the door. “Let me show you something,” said Lokkur as he stumbled out of his chair.  
 
    He opened the door into the main hall of the monastery and motioned for Leoh to follow. Monks went about their daily chores, and they did not stop to look at them. Their brown robes with coloured sashes blended in with the humble surroundings. Long benches faced a raised dais at the end of the hall, plumes of coloured dust danced in the air as light shone through stained glass windows. The windows portrayed the journey of man through the Everlasting Spring, from selfish, deceitful men, until they reached a pure soul, immortalised on some astral plane. He had always wanted to learn more of the Asha, but it was dangerous to show an interest in them now. 
 
    They made their way through a large oak door and down the monastery steps to the street below. Leoh hugged Lokkur’s shadow until they stopped in the middle of the street. It was midday and the street was busy with traders.  
 
    Leoh smelled the poverty before he saw it. Most of the wooden shacks were built upon mounds of churned-up mud. The smell of stagnant water lured rats to bathe, even in the daylight. Burst sacks of rotten veg lay sprawling from people’s doorways. A man picked up scraps of food and placed them into a big iron pot. Leoh retched. Two children chased a rat into a pile of muddy wet rags, laughing all the while.  
 
    He knew where he was from the smell of animal fat and burned charcoal. The painted district or the town without light as the locals call it. The mixture is used to paint crude square windows on their wooden shack homes. They cannot afford glass, so the painted windows attempt to make their home hospitable, but to Leoh, it served as a reminder of the class divide growing every day. In the end, it was preferable to just having a hole and freezing to death in winter. 
 
    “Now listen to me, Leoh. How much do you know about the life beyond this one?” 
 
    “I only know what the Heraldaz priests taught us in school. Most of it I can’t remember.” 
 
    Lokkur sighed. “Ah, before the radicalisation. You are fortunate, yet unfortunate. When we die, we must walk the Bridge of Judgement, where our sins are weighed. If you committed grave sins in this life, you’re led down the Bridge of Lies, which links our world to Angarv’s domain. Everyone walks down the Bridge of Judgement, but only sinners move onto the Bridge of Lies. If you have created joy and happiness in this world, then after the Bridge of Judgement you follow the Bridge of Song, which will lead you towards Heraldaz and into eternal peace. But I can assure you, boy, the statement is not entirely true now.” 
 
    Lokkur scanned the street and pointed with a long, wrinkled finger. “You see the man over there?” 
 
    Leoh followed his outstretched hand. He saw a man slap a child across the face. Leoh turned to Lokkur and frowned.  
 
    “Hold on, boy, hold on. We are not going to intervene.” 
 
    Leoh watched as the man continued to beat the child to the ground. He must have been eight or nine. No one was doing anything to stop it. They just watched as his face swelled up and a tooth flew onto the street. Leoh felt the guilt rip through him.  
 
    “He will end up on the Bridge of Lies one day,” said Lokkur. 
 
    Leoh thought it was an obvious statement. The man was violent, a trait Leoh was taught as a youngster to refrain from if he wanted to reach eternal peace. The beating was a deplorable act, and he could not defend himself. Leoh wanted to go over and show him his error, but his legs shook in protest.  
 
    Leoh turned away from the scene. “I would hope so.”  
 
    He followed Lokkur’s eyes as they scanned the street once again. He pointed at one of the monks at the edge of the monastery. He ladled soup from a cauldron into small bowls and fed a line of people in rags. 
 
    “That man there, the monk, do you see him?” said Lokkur. What if I told you he will walk the Bridge of Lies? With Angarv ready to pull him into fire and dust.”  
 
    Leoh’s stomach twisted. “He is a man of peace. If there are good people in this world, then monks should be the first in line on the Bridge of Song.” 
 
    Lokkur’s voice was a whisper. “Not in the last thousand years.” 
 
    The words of the mage felt cold. Leoh saw enough darkness in this world to make him question the Afterworld. “I always thought they were just stories to keep people in line. There is no greater motivator and controller as fear,” Leoh said.  
 
    “What if I told you demons guarded the path to eternal peace? Only a small number of those capable to withstand their wrath can make it to the other side, and those who succumb are forced onto the Bridge of Lies. It means everyone you have ever loved has ended up in Angarv’s pit of fire.” 
 
    Leoh thought of his mother and tried to imagine her being tormented forever. He thought of his grandparents in molten chains. Their flesh seared black. Leoh closed his eyes and tried to shake the images from his head. A small tear formed in Leoh’s eye as he came to terms with Lokkur’s words. His head spun, and his cotton shirt stuck to his back despite the cool autumn breeze.  
 
    Lokkur leaned closer. “Before I continue, we must get inside. Anybody could be watching us.” 
 
    The man across the street stopped his brutality and stalked back into the house, leaving the boy on the ground in tears. Leoh followed Lokkur through the monastery doors and into the hall. Leoh felt safe inside these walls. There was a comfort he could not explain.  
 
    Lokkur ushered for him to take a seat on one of the benches. The mage sat next to him and gripped the bench in front. The sound of the outside world vanished as the doors closed behind them.  
 
    Lokkur stroked the bottom of his beard and ran his tongue along his teeth. He gave Leoh a sideways glance. “Do you want to know what makes the Necromanex so special, Leoh?” 
 
    Leoh tucked his hands under his legs. He rocked back and forth to still his nerves. “Will knowing about it, make it more dangerous for me?” 
 
    Lokkur laughed. “Knowledge is the deadliest of weapons. What you do with this knowledge, is entirely up to you. Empires crumble under the weight of knowledge. Wars are fought for scraps of paper.” 
 
    Leoh stared into the darkness above the dais. “Will a man gain respect with it?” 
 
    “Any man who knows the truth of the world, commands respect.” 
 
    “Then tell me, Lokkur.”  
 
    Lokkur chuckled. “Very good, very good indeed.” He licked his lips and clasped his hands together as he settled into his story. “A mage named Palias fought the demons a thousand years ago, on the same land Elrancia is built upon now. Sensing evil, Palias fought the demons to drive them back to Angarv. After a long and bloody battle spanning many months, Palias defeated the demons by channeling the most powerful magic he could control, and the demons were banished from this world. With the battle won, there was rejoicing throughout the world, but Palias sensed something was wrong. Voices in his head, dreams plagued with nightmares. When Palias died years later, his soul was transported to the Afterworld like everyone else. From here, the souls of the dead made their way across the Bridge of Judgement. He noticed the Bridge of Song was destroyed and access was now guarded by the demons he had banished from our world. Palias was overcome with guilt. He had unwittingly sent the demons here, thinking they were gone forever. Only a few souls could navigate their way past the demons and into eternal peace, but thousands more were driven over the edge of the Bridge of Song and onto the Bridge of Lies. Palias was furious, and he confronted the demons, but he was unable to harm them. In order to make it across the Bridge of Song, he needed to trick the demons. As he made it to the other side, he waited to ascend to Eternal Peace, but it never happened. He was transported to his earthly body and woke as if from a dream. Palias documented his experiences in a book called the Necromanex. With this book, anyone can fool the demons and cross the Bridge of Song. That is why it is so important, Leoh.”  
 
    Leoh’s feet tapped against the stone floor, and his knees rattled together. Fragments of memories slowly fitted together, but he was still far away from figuring out his role in this.  
 
    “So, why keep the book a secret? Did he not want everyone to live in peace?” said Leoh. 
 
    “He did, but the king demanded he destroy the book and exiled Palias. The king predicted the world would turn to chaos if people knew sins were not punishable from a higher law. If everybody could reach Eternal Peace, then the king would have no control over the kingdom. Such is the arrogance of man.” 
 
    Leoh nodded. “I understand, but if the book was destroyed, why are people searching for it.” 
 
    “The book was never destroyed, Palias created an order called the Azzar to guard its content until he found a way to defeat the demons forever. These mages are akin to Palias, after each death, they face the bridge and return to this world time and time again. Nobody knows why they return. Palias believes it is a gift from Heraldaz, to see the battle to the end, but I see it as a curse. No man should have to live beyond his natural life. However, with no souls reaching eternal peace, Heraldaz is weak. Gods are not as powerful as you may believe.” 
 
    Leoh stared up and into the darkness of the roof. He thought of a world devoid of light and happiness. It didn’t seem different from his life right now. Lokkur pulled out the bottle of whiskey and offered some to Leoh. It was not the MacKaren, so he accepted it graciously. The fire roared down his throat and down into his chest.  
 
    “Tell me more about the mages, Lokkur. Mages wield magic, don't they?” 
 
    “They are able to conjure great powers, Leoh, but in doing so, it creates gaps in their memory. The energy spent must be replaced to restore the balance, and your memories fill that void. The kick in the balls, is that when each mage dies, they must remember the teachings of Palias if they are to survive the demons on the Bridge of Song. If they do not remember, they are thrown onto the Bridge of Lies, and they can never come back. Such wicked irony from Heraldaz,” said Lokkur. 
 
    Leoh felt like he was in one of his stories. The words spoken by Lokkur lay heavy on his mind. The whiskey helped, it always did. “How do you fit into all this, Lokkur? Why are you after the book, and why does everyone think I have it?”  
 
    Lokkur laughed a low rumble. He sank deeper into the seat until almost horizontal. “Don’t you see, boy, I’m a mage of the Azzar, and the book belongs to me. It’s been ten years since it was stolen, and I’ve died twice since. Can you imagine, Leoh? Dying multiple times and remembering every single dagger or arrow pierce your heart. The magic I used to save you will cost me dearly, and I can feel the teaching of Palias slipping away from me. One more death and I do not think I could make my way to the end of the Bridge of Song again. I need the book to live, laddie. I’ve seen the fires burn below, and I mean to postpone the torment for as long as possible.” 
 
    The light from the window caught Leoh’s eye. Its many panes of colour bathed the room in warm light. He drank deep from the bottle and felt warmth in his belly.  
 
    “Did Palias ever find a way to defeat the demons?” asked Leoh. 
 
    “Before he left the mages to walk in solitude, it is believed he spoke of a sword fashioned from the metal found in the Afterworld. Only Palias would be powerful enough to work the metal, and no one has seen him in years. The prisms he would need are scattered throughout the world. The Queen of Iria has the earth prism, and many warriors have died facing her windrunners trying to take it. The fire and water prisms are beyond the reach of any mere mortal, guarded by their own prism keeper.”  
 
    Now Lokkur spoke with a firmer tone than before. He lowered his head and gave Leoh a sideways glance. “Your father stole the book, Leoh.”  
 
    The world stopped. Leoh’s mouth went bone dry. His bones cracked as he gripped the side of the bench. The words betrayed every memory of his father as a calm, loving, yet troubled man. How could his father be responsible? “It can’t be right. My father was just a simple merchant.” 
 
    “Your father was a great man, Leoh. Did he never tell you he was a mage, sworn to protect the book? I guess it would explain why all this is new to you. We never found out why he stole it.” 
 
    This was insane. He put his head in his shaking hands. If he had been standing, he would have fallen at the news. For Leoh, to think of his father as a mage, as well as a thief, left his head reeling. He rarely talked of their mother after she died or his life before Leoh was born.  
 
    A memory niggled at him. He hooked onto it, following the thread. The object his father held the night he left: the map and the food he carried, the solemn mood he was in. Why else would he leave Leoh and never return? “My father left five years ago in the middle of the night. He was clutching something in his hands, and I think it might have been the Necromanex,” said Leoh.  
 
    He did not think there was anything else in the world capable of making his father act so strange. On the night he sent his son to bed, he told him he would return, but never did. Leoh could feel the tears building, and these revelations raced in his mind.  
 
    “Then it is imperative we find Alvinar as soon as possible.” 
 
    Even the mention of his father’s name tore his heart in two. He was a loving man, yet he stole the most important book in history. He was a poor merchant, yet he was a powerful mage. Leoh needed to find his father for answers. Even if it meant throwing himself back into the chaos he had just endured.  
 
    Lokkur beat his hands on the side of the bench, causing his whiskey to slosh around as if he was at sea. “I was hoping Alvinar left it with you before he got himself imprisoned. Fool.” 
 
    Most of Leoh’s depression stemmed from his disappearance. Leoh eye’s darted right and left, never focussing on anything long enough to make sense of his surroundings. His foot tapped on the stone floor until it ached. Wait…what did he mean imprisoned? “You know where my father is?”   
 
    “Yes, I know where your father is. He is locked within the dungeon of castle Valkin and under the eye of the treasure hunter Goldin. I don’t have the power to rescue him alone and prayed he didn’t carry the book when he was captured. You’ll have to journey with me. It’s imperative I have the Necromanex in my hands, and you’re the key.” 
 
    The realisation hit him like a brick wall, this was happening because of his father. The revelation of his imprisonment unravelled his joy before it began. “We will find him, I swear it,” said Leoh 
 
    Leoh smelled whiskey on Lokkur’s breath as he leaned in close. “We do not have a choice.” 
 
    Leoh didn't care where this castle was or who was guarding it. All he knew was his father was alive, and he needed to find him. The world weighed heavy on Leoh’s shoulders, but he couldn’t give up now. What about Charlotte? He would have to leave her behind if he went with Lokkur. I don't want to leave her, not until I know she’s safe. He did not blame his father for leaving him those years ago now that he understood the burden of what his father faced. It was true his motives for stealing the book were unclear, but Leoh thought there must have been a good reason. He hoped there would be no repercussions in the event Lokkur wanted justice for his father taking the Necromanex.  
 
    He pressed the bruises around his neck. The collar of his shirt obscured most of the swelling. Did Lokkur know he tried to kill himself? Leoh vowed, from this day forward, he was never going to reach for the darkness again.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Juliette tapped her fingers against the wooden frame. Her jaw clicked as she yawned deep into the darkness. Monks came and went, carrying fresh clothes, pails of water and food. What’s taking so long? I don’t have time for this. She didn’t know how long she could sit up here. They needed to act quickly if she was going to find the Necromanex. It was a struggle to refrain herself from running in, knives held high and murdering everyone. She rubbed the scar on her face, and her hand came away bloody.  
 
    The thought of failing terrified her. She imagined sadistic jailers torturing her family while her mother cried out for mercy. Juliette clenched her fists. She remembered when her own jailers smashed her fingers with a hammer, splitting the bones. Regis, she would never forget his name.  
 
     She brought out the sketch of her family and examined it, revealing her parents in a moment of happiness. A tear fell from her eye, and the lines smudged. She fumbled with the paper as she put it back in her bag to protect it.  
 
    Her shirt sported a great big hole where Lucian had torn it with his hands. Dust sprinkled her shoulders, and she fought the urge to sneeze. Wet mud weighed down her cloak like an anchor making it difficult to climb. I need a bath and a change of clothes. A good meal would go a long way.  
 
    The door at the end of the hallway opened and out stepped the boy and the mage. Juliette shuffled to the end of the beam and dropped her legs over the side. The mage was pissed, but he held his head high like a king. The merchant hobbled, but he seemed alive enough to question. The two men opened the main door and slipped outside. Daelin motioned for her to make her way down and stay within striking range.  
 
    They did not go further than the steps of the monastery so Juliette slipped back inside and watched through one of the stained-glass windows. The panes were dusty, and the outlines of the men shimmered through the blue glass, making everything feel like a scene in the clouds.  
 
    After a moment, the men moved towards the hall. Juliette sprinted to hide underneath one of the long wooden benches. Her knees landed hard on the stone floor, and she grimaced. Daelin never moved from his position. The two men entered through the main door and took a seat near the dais.  
 
    The colour from the merchant’s face drained. His hands fidgeted as they spoke. Juliette crawled closer. She pressed her chest against the cold floor and used her hands and knees to guide her. Wulfrid used to say information was worth more than gold. Maybe the old bastard was not so bad after all. Now that he was gone, she realised she never thanked him for freeing her from the cells. Until now, it felt like she moved from one prison to another. Life without your family can do that to a person. You may have freedom to walk amongst the city, but a life without their laughter is no life at all.  
 
     When she was close enough to make out their words, Daelin stepped out of the darkness. He glowed in a silhouette of shades of blue and yellow as he stepped into a beam of light. His sword was in his hands and ready to strike. 
 
    The mage raised his head, but he did not panic. “Who are you, and what do you want?” 
 
    Juliette stalked to the side of the room. Her fingers flicked the top of her knives in anticipation. With the three men focused on each other, she slid in behind the merchant and dragged him to his feet. Her blade rested against his sweating neck.  
 
    “What? Help me,” shouted the merchant, but it was too late. He tried to shake Juliette off, but she held him by the throat, dragging him kicking and screaming. Little shit won’t stay still.  
 
    The mage never broke eye contact with Daelin, as if he knew the real danger lay behind the eyes of the man in front of him. The monks in the hall scattered like frightened mice.   
 
    Daelin pointed his sword at the mage. “Stay where you are. Put your hands on the front of the bench.”  
 
    The mage complied but huffed as he slid his hands onto the back of the bench. Juliette checked the merchant for any weapons before kicking him in the back of the knee. He fell to the ground in a heap.  
 
    “Now we are all comfortable, you’re going to answer my questions or we will slit this boy’s throat,” said Daelin. 
 
    “Then kill him. He’s of no use to me anymore,” said Lokkur. The mage had serenity to him. Juliette loved to toy with the one being sacrificed in these situations. The horror on their faces made her chuckle. 
 
    “Remove one of the boy’s fingers,” said Daelin.  
 
    Juliette snickered. “Gladly.” She grabbed the boy’s hand and raised it in front of her. The boy struggled against her, and his hand felt like fire as she gripped it. Juliette recoiled for a second, but only enough to bring her knife around to cut a deep gash across his thumb. As he howled in pain, Juliette smiled.  
 
    The boy turned his head towards Juliette. “I’ll tell you what you want.”  
 
    “Shut your mouth, Leoh. Don't give into these beasts. Remember your father.” 
 
    “Listen, Mage, if the boy wants to talk, let him talk,” said Daelin as he moved around to where Juliette stood. He picked up the boy and grabbed him by the throat.  
 
    Daelin screamed into the boy’s face. “Do you have the Necromanex? Why is Vladnar searching for it? Why did Wulfrid have to die? Tell me now you piece of shit or I swear I’ll cut out your insides and feed them to your friend here.” Daelin fought for breath, his eyes were like a rabid dog’s as flecks of spit flew into the boy’s face. He punched the merchant across his jaw, sending him sprawling across the floor. This would get ugly if Juliette did not intervene, but it was exactly the way she liked it.  
 
    “Wulfrid?” said the mage as he rubbed his chin. “He was an honourable man. I’m sorry to hear of his passing.”  
 
    “What do you know of him?” said Daelin. He grabbed the boy around the throat and dragged him to his feet.  
 
    “If you let the boy go, I’ll tell you what I know. I’ve a faint recollection of meeting him recently, but my memory isn’t what it used to be. Magic and whiskey will do that to you.”  
 
    “Not on your life, mage. He has the Necromanex, and it is the reason our leader is dead.”  
 
    “I assure you, he doesn’t have the Necromanex. Neither do I, for that matter. If Vladnar sent you to kill us, then I suggest you get on with it. I’ll return to this world and continue my search regardless of the action you take.”  
 
    “We are not here on the orders of Vladnar.” 
 
    “Then I feel we may have more in common than you believe. Do not think us responsible for your leader’s murder. Perhaps we can help each other in this matter. The boy is of no use to you. He knows little of the great game we find ourselves in.”  
 
    “Then I’ll kill him,” said Juliette.  
 
    “No. Let him live for now, he still has his uses,” said Daelin.  
 
    “A wise choice, my friends. Tell me, who sent you to find the Necromanex, if I may be so bold as to ask?” 
 
    “Why should I tell you?” said Daelin 
 
    The mage raised his hands in the air. He stood up and walked slowly towards them. “You don’t want me as an enemy, Assassin. Many of your kind lay face down in the mud for threatening me. I will not say you can trust me, but we can work together. Either way, Vladnar must never touch the Necromanex.” 
 
    “Wulfrid said as much,” said Juliette. Daelin gave her an accusing glance as if she spoke out of turn. She winced and shielded her face from the others. 
 
    Lokkur’s eyes widened. “How did Wulfrid die?”  
 
    The mage shuffled towards a metal staff. She launched her knife to land deep into the wooden bench an inch from his hand. “Easy now, Mage. Wouldn't want that bottle of whiskey to be your last. Wulfrid’s eyes were hollowed out and his blood was drained from his body.”  
 
    The mage smiled. He swept his hand along the bench like checking for dust. Juliette knew he was stalling but couldn't figure out why. “There is a creature walking among men with a taste for blood. I feel his presence, and I believe he may work for Vladnar.” 
 
    “Lucian,” said Daelin. 
 
    Lokkur nodded. “You say your leader was drained of blood. Lucian is the only player in this game that harbours such a thirst.” 
 
    Juliette’s head felt like it would explode. Lucian not only played her against the Vipers but killed their leader as well. The only way to clear their name would be to find the Necromanex or confront Lucian. The thought of another encounter with him made her skin crawl. “Makes sense after what we witnessed,” she said, the knot tightening in her stomach. 
 
    Daelin nodded, the way he always did when he agreed but cared not to elaborate. He really wasn’t a people person. He turned to Leoh and brushed the dust off him like it was all a misunderstanding. “How do you fit into all this? What is so important about you that people needed to die?” 
 
    “It’s my father. He has the Necromanex. We have to save him.” 
 
    The mage shot a glance at the boy that would kill. “Fool, boy.” 
 
    “We only seek Wulfrid’s killer. The book is a means to an end,” said Daelin. 
 
    Juliette laughed hysterically inside. She could not tell the men what she knew, and the longer the Necromanex remained hidden, the more chances of her parents dying. How long was it before Lucian decided she was worthless? She needed to make herself invaluable to finding its location.  
 
     “I’ve been searching a long time,” said Lokkur. “Leoh knows no more than you. I’ve been trying to protect him, in my own way. I believe, if you help up us in a small matter, it will draw Lucian closer to us, maybe even close enough for you to get your revenge. I do not believe Lucian will show himself until the Necromanex is firmly in sight.” 
 
    “You want us to help you find Leoh’s father?” said Daelin with the cold bluntness of a hammer.  
 
    “We have reason to believe he has the Necromanex, but he was imprisoned some time ago. We need your help to break him out of his cell and retrieve the book.” 
 
    “Where is he imprisoned?” asked Daelin. 
 
    “Castle Valkin, under the watch of the treasure hunter Goldin,” said Lokkur. 
 
    Daelin shook his head and rubbed his eyes. “You’re kidding, right. The castle is more like a fortress, and Goldin is no ordinary lord. I know many Vipers who failed to infiltrate its walls and died trying. This is a fool’s errand.”  
 
    “This is the only choice available to you if you want to find Wulfrid’s killer. Lucian has eternal life on his side. Are you prepared see if he blinks first? I do not think he will surface until we locate the book.” 
 
    Daelin threw Leoh across the hall and into the arms of Lokkur. He stalked towards the main door and rested his hands upon it. Juliette crept up behind him. When she put her hand on his shoulder his head shot round. A tear formed in his cold blue eyes.  
 
    “We cannot trust them. We cannot trust anybody,” said Daelin.  
 
    Juliette gulped. How many more lies can I tell him. He is ready for blood. “What choice do we have. Our enemy’s enemy is our friend and such. If we get a whiff of treachery, we can always kill them.”  
 
    “Killing them isn’t the issue. It’s the Vipers I’m concerned about. The bigger our party, the more chance they will find us. The mage is useful, but the Vipers would kill the boy in seconds. If it happens, we may never find Lucian.” 
 
    “Why don’t we refuse and follow them anyway.”  
 
    “The mage will know he’s being followed. We don’t know the depths of his magic. This is a nightmare, and we will never wake from it if we don’t go with them. We make it on our terms, don’t let them out of your sight. Trust is earned on the road, and it’s a long road to Castle Valkin.” 
 
    Juliette wanted to vomit. All this talk of trust was making her head spin. She backed away from him and rested her hand against the wall of the monastery. Daelin barged past her, failing to notice her discomfort.  
 
    “We must leave as soon as we are ready,” said Daelin.  
 
    “Very good. Very good indeed,” said Lokkur. 
 
    The boy stared off into the distance. He must be so frightened. He wouldn’t dare to look Daelin in the eye. Pity is for the weak.  
 
    “What are your names?” said Lokkur. 
 
    “I’m Daelin, and this is Juliette.”  
 
    “Do not think me a fool, Daelin. I know your kind and your methods. It was a long time ago, but I remember the Vipers sent to destroy my order. Many priests died, but none of your Vipers expected an attack in the night by those they murdered hours before. Do not double cross me. Remember, without us, you will never have your revenge on Lucian.”  
 
    “Understood, Lokkur,” said Daelin.  
 
    “Excellent, now who wants a whiskey?” said Lokkur.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sleep did not come easy for Leoh. His mind raced with thoughts of his father and Charlotte. As he searched for one love, it tore him from another. It was a choice which numbed his mind and ripped his heart in two. 
 
    Leoh tossed and turned as the first rays of light shone through the window. It was only through pure exhaustion he slept at all. His back sported a nasty purple bruise, and there was a soft crunch when he touched his cheek. During the night, the faint voices of Daelin and Lokkur conversed about a plan. Something about Daelin petrified him. He was a killer, and Leoh thought he would murder him once he was of no use. But the pain in his throat reminded him of the last time he tried to run away from his problems. He knew he could not go back to his normal life, there were people after him for something he did not have, and the road to his father would be treacherous. His determination to see his father again would get him through. 
 
    Leoh knew the old mage had saved his life, but could he trust him? He was ready to let Leoh die to keep the Necromanex secret. Leoh was running out of friends, but something made him believe in Lokkur. He owed him for saving his life.  
 
    In his bed chamber, the sun illuminated the painted battle scenes on the walls, giving life to the man in the red toga. It struck him that the man resembled Lokkur, except he was dark-haired and younger. Leoh recalled the stories his father used to read to him as a child. The heroes would wander the land, protecting the weak from the strong. In the end, they would save the princess or defeat an evil monster. Leoh should be excited about his own adventure, but he was too afraid of what they might discover on the road. He did not resemble any of the heroes in his father’s stories.  
 
    The door to the bed chamber opened, and one of the monks stepped in with some fresh clothes. “They are waiting for you outside,” said the monk.  
 
    “Thank you for everything.” The monks were kind to him, yet he never found the time to thank them until now. The monk nodded and made his way out of the room, closing the door behind him.  
 
    When Leoh opened the main door of the monastery, the morning light blinded him. As his eyes adjusted, he saw Daelin sitting on the steps sharpening a long black blade with a whetstone. As the blade slid along the stone, it gave Leoh goosebumps. He was every inch the assassin in his mottled grey and black tunic, but he wore a simple brown woollen cloak to disguise it. Dark rings hung below his eyes, and his mouth turned into a sneer as he saw Leoh. 
 
    At the other end of the steps sat Juliette, arranging her knives longest to shortest. She wore long black leather boots, dark green leggings, and a cloak of brown wool covered a white shirt. Only her neck and jaw were visible inside the hood of her cloak.  
 
    With eyes on him, he was conscious of being the fool, so he walked over to Lokkur. The mage gave a handful of gold coins to a man with four horses. The man’s eyes were wide when he saw the shining metal. The man rubbed the necks of the horses and ran off. 
 
    “How do you feel today, boy?” 
 
    “Better, I think.” 
 
    Lokkur nodded in the direction of the assassins. “Don’t worry about those two, laddie. Their desire for vengeance will power them to the end of the earth if need be.”  
 
    “You trust them?” 
 
    Lokkur leaned in close, mouth inches away from Leoh’s ear. “We need them, Leoh. We cannot do this alone. Lord Goldin seeks to protect himself by building a castle on the edge of a cliff. You cannot stop an anonymous man crossing the bridge, or perhaps even through the main gate. A skilled assassin may even be able to reach the lord’s tower. He may surround himself with mercenaries and guards, but you’ll never bet your life on being completely safe from an assassin. Lord Goldin expects an army to come for the Necromanex, so he spreads his defences thin. The only way to protect against an assassin is to have the army sleep in the same bed as you. Still, the Necromanex is all that matters, and destroying the demons. Do not be fooled, we are using them as much as they are using us.”  
 
    Leoh’s breakfast rolled in his stomach. He was not ready for this.  
 
    With the sun behind him, a halo of gold edged around Lokkur like shimmering heat. His cloak billowed in the wind to reveal the long staff he carried at his side. The runes scribed along its length formed jagged, criss-crossed lines. Some of the shapes like diamonds or prisms. To Leoh, he looked like a mage of legend.  
 
    As Leoh stuffed clothes into one of his saddlebags, something in the back of his mind irritated him, like a fly buzzing around his brain. He followed the thought and shrugged his shoulders as he recalled the last few days. He had tried to end his life twice, and both times, there was an intervention of some sort. Perhaps this was all part of Heraldaz’s plan for him, but Leoh did not think he was special enough to be noticed by a powerful god. Once they freed Leoh’s father, they would give the book to Lokkur and return home. Back to Charlotte and another chance to win over her father.  
 
    Leoh rolled onto the saddle, but not before snagging his foot in the stirrup. There was a giggle from Juliette, but Daelin gave him a twisted snarl.  
 
    “This boy doesn’t need to come. He will only get me killed,” said Daelin. 
 
    The words were a drain on Leoh’s confidence, but a part of him wished he could stay here until it was all over. 
 
    “I’m afraid we need him, Daelin. It is his father we are searching for. He is the thread which draws us all together,” said Lokkur.  
 
    “Very well, but before we leave, you need to listen to me. Whenever I ask you to do something, you do it without fail. If you want to make it out of the city alive, then stay between Juliette and me. There are forces out there ready to test our strength and resolve.” 
 
    Leoh nodded. He would do anything to get out of this nightmare. 
 
    Leoh’s horse shifted on the spot, and he held the reins tight to bring the horse under control. He would need to relax, allowing the horse to smell his fear could be the death of him. 
 
    Daelin wheeled his horse towards Juliette. Her face was hidden underneath her hood, but she turned her body to face him. “I want you to be our eyes and ears until we get out of the city. Stay close this time but keep vigilant. I’ll watch the rear. The two of you stay close to my horse. We do not want to get separated in the streets.”  
 
    Leoh caught the glimpse of a scar at the edge of her mouth and winced. “What are you staring at?” said Juliette. He stuttered, unable to speak for fear she would knife him again.  
 
    Lokkur turned to Leoh and gave him a reassuring wink before grabbing a bottle from inside his robe and taking a good swig. It seemed every time Leoh sat with Lokkur, he had whiskey in his hand.  
 
    One of the monks stepped up beside Daelin and removed an apple from his pocket. He gave it to the horse, and it chomped down with delight. “Stay safe, Daelin. There is a good man within you. Do not be afraid to let him have a voice.” 
 
    Daelin grunted and swung the horse towards the gate, but Leoh caught the glimpse of a smile from the assassin. 
 
    After saying farewell to the monks, they rode down the street and over the bridge to a market. The road to the castle would take them through the mountains to the west, and out of the huge crater of Elrancia. There are four entrances to the valley: one to the west where a path was carved out of the mountain; to the east were the docks and cliffs; and finally, each end of the bridge of Elrancia, which spanned the entire city from the north to the south. Both north and south were impregnable, and a black wall of basalt ten paces deep blocked the path.  
 
    Juliette rode ahead of the group, and it was not long before she was out of sight. Leoh tried to relax, but his back ached in the saddle, and every bump sent a jolt of pain up his spine. He moved closer to Lokkur so he could ask him some questions. 
 
    “What’s it like on the other side, Lokkur?” said Leoh. 
 
    Lokkur stared off into distance with sadness. “The sun is barely awoken and you want to ruin my day.”  
 
    “I have to know, Lokkur, sooner or later.”  
 
    Lokkur picked up the half-empty bottle of whiskey and drank deep. The smell was stronger than anything else the city had to offer right now. “The Bridge of Song is the most beautiful sight you can ever imagine, Leoh. It is the start of a great journey into an everlasting peace. To describe it would do it no justice. I do not want to talk about the Bridge of Lies, Leoh, for I’ve smelt the burning bodies of those dragged into the depths beyond it.” 
 
    Leoh pursed his lips and let out a sigh, which prompted raised eyebrows from Lokkur. He should never have asked. It was obvious that Lokkur’s experiences of living and dying were beyond imagination. He tried to think of what Lokkur said yesterday about everyone he ever loved being condemned to Angarv. He imagined his mother walking along the Bridge of Lies, staring up as the demons laughed from their position high on the Bridge of Song. Those demons did not belong there, but how could they stop them? If this Mage Palias could not fix what he started, then how could anybody else? Would the mage’s keep returning to protect the book in an everlasting cycle, or did the sword exist to defeat the demons forever? Leoh would try to push more for an answer once they left the city. 
 
    They made their way through the streets to the west. The mountains dominated the skyline above them. The great bridge behind them never appeared so small. The roads inclined as they rode up the slopes of the valley, and it would not be long before they were at the western gate. It was heavily fortified, and the narrow pass was a bottleneck for an invading army. This is what made Elrancia near impossible to conquer. Most of the cities refugees would have experienced warfare in their homelands, but those native to Elrancia went generations without fear of their home becoming a battlefield.  
 
    The horses’ hooves clicked under foot, signalling that they were off the muddy paths and onto rough cobblestones. Flies swarmed around the horse’s rear as it raised its tail. The lives of those further from the centre of Elrancia improved dramatically as you rode closer to the mountains. The air felt cleaner, you could breathe it in without wondering what just died. The people smiled as Leoh rode past, raising their flat caps or bidding them a safe journey as if old friends.  
 
    Leoh could feel Daelin’s eyes boring a hole in the back of his head. He sensed contempt, and he hoped it was just because of his lack of fighting skills. A man like him did not care if you lived or died. How was he supposed to trust a man who killed for coin?  
 
    The silence between them allowed Leoh to occupy his mind with the sounds of the city. Birds sang from an old oak tree; the sawing of wood; the hammer of a blacksmith rung out as it struck iron, followed by the hiss of steam as it was plunged into cool water. Would he hear those sounds in Elrancia again? He tried to imagine Charlotte's voice, but he struggled to identify it. Panic washed over him as he searched his memories, but his mind was blank. 
 
    An hour later, Juliette rode towards them. Daelin cursed when he saw her clean her knife. 
 
    “There is a small courtyard ahead and only two exit points. The way we go in and another to the west. I don’t like this, Daelin. There are rooftops looking down onto the street,” said Juliette.  
 
    “We must be vigilant. We do not have the luxury of time to go back towards the city, and if it were not for the horses, we would find another way. I want everybody to dismount and conceal your faces with whatever you can. We need to keep our identity hidden while in the open space,” said Daelin. 
 
    Leoh pulled out a thin scarf from his bag and wrapped it around his face as if he expected a sand storm. His heart rate crept higher and higher, every beat like a drum. The scarf stuck to his face and caught in his mouth, but it was a small price to pay.  
 
    They walked among the crowds and led their horses to the edge of the courtyard. Daelin and Juliette raised their hoods and pulled their cloaks tight around their bodies. They led the group towards the centre, never taking their eyes off their surroundings. Leoh kept his head down and prayed they would make it to the other side. Juliette’s warning about the area unsettled him, but Lokkur continued to act as if he was on a morning stroll.  
 
     The courtyard was eerily quiet. The sun hung directly overhead to mark the busiest time of the day. A loud crash came from behind them. He turned to see a man had dropped a large clay pot filled with wine. Everyone turned, apart from Daelin, who narrowed his eyes towards the shadows.  
 
    “Run! Stay close to me,” Daelin shouted as he sped towards the end of the courtyard. 
 
    Leoh was transfixed with the colour of the wine and didn’t register Daelin’s words. By the time he realised the danger, he was far behind the rest of the group. With his scarf around his face and a tight grip on the horse’s reins, he sprinted towards them.  
 
    As he raced across the courtyard, he kept low to the ground and his eyes forward. All that mattered was getting safely in reach of Daelin. Odd that he thought of Daelin as a point of safety. Leoh bounced along the cobblestones in giant strides. His horse, sensing the panic, pushed on. A whooshing sound rushed towards him. Something pulled his knees together, and he fell. He skidded along the cobbles and reached out with his hands to break the fall. His skin peeled off like wood shavings as they scraped over the grey stones. His horse galloped ahead, leaving Leoh exposed in the courtyard. His legs were bound with a leather sling. As he tried to untie it, the cold steel of a dagger pressed against his throat. 
 
    A man rushed towards Juliette. He appeared from behind a wagon, sword raised high. Juliette turned to meet the man with two long knives in her hands. A third assailant sprang up behind Daelin, but his dark blade was drawn, and he forced the newcomer back with a series of strikes.  
 
    Someone hauled Leoh to his feet, but he could not make out their features. The man controlled him like a rag doll. Leoh focussed straight ahead, paralysed by fear. He fought against the bindings at his feet and managed to shake them off, but the man holding him was too strong. 
 
    Juliette grabbed her attacker and wrestled him to the ground. Her knives were scattered to one side, and the man tried to force his blade into her chest. Leoh looked on, petrified and helpless. His skin tingled with hope and horror, his lips mouthing silent words of pointless encouragement. 
 
    Daelin moved like lightning as he dictated the speed and ferocity of his duel. The other assassin parried his attacks but failed to land a blow. Within moments, Daelin found an opening and drove his blade into the man’s neck, sending a splash of blood to freckle Daelin’s face.  
 
    A red ball landed in the middle of the square. Daelin launched himself towards it, before picking it up and throwing it back the way it came. It erupted in a ball of fire, peppering everyone in shards of stone, dust and flame. Smoke obscured everything from sight. Shouts and spluttering coughs filled his ears. Grey shadows replaced the once vivid images of the fighting. The man holding him tightened his grip.  
 
    The smoke cleared, and Daelin ran towards the assassin. He drove his blade into the man’s belly, but not before he managed to launch another exploding ball. It landed closer to Juliette this time. She stole a glance, and her eyes widened. The tension in Leoh’s shoulder eased as the man behind him grunted and dived away. Time slowed, and before he knew what was happening, Leoh ran towards the exploding ball and launched himself on top of it. He screamed as he prepared for the certain death, hoping for a painless end to his miserable life. Silence surrounded the courtyard as everyone held their breath and watched. When the explosion did not happen, Leoh froze. His mouth felt dry as a bone. A hand grabbed him and hauled him up. The knife returned to its old home around Leoh's throat, and the fighting continued.  
 
    Juliette’s hood fell back to reveal her face. She’s beautiful. So why does she let the scar define her. She gasped as her opponent’s knife edged closer to piercing her chest. The blade crept downward like a drip of honey. Leoh tried to call out but a sound never came. Her eyes bulged from their sockets as she wrestled for the knife. She found the strength to twist the man’s hands so the point of the knife rolled to one side. As the blade edged away, Leoh’s mouth hung open. Juliette grabbed the fallen knife at her side and forced the blade through the man’s ribcage. A high-pitched cry made Leoh wince as the assassin slipped lifeless to one side.  
 
    With Daelin free, he gave Leoh a fiendish grin. The man with the knife at Leoh’s neck breathed heavy into his ear and muttered, “Truth or Darkness?” Daelin ran towards him but stopped a few paces back. He raised his blade high, blood still dripping from its length. Juliette recovered and circled around Leoh’s attacker like a stalking cat. At the far end of the courtyard, Lokkur slowly unfastened his staff and walked towards them as if there was no danger at all.  
 
    “Let the boy go, Yanfear,” said Daelin as cool as a summer breeze. 
 
    The point of the knife was now dangerously close to breaking the skin on Leoh’s neck. “We have orders to bring you back dead or alive, Daelin. Preferably dead, in my opinion.” 
 
     “We did not kill Wulfrid. There was no time to explain at the guild. We are hunting his killer right now, and we will clear our names,” said Daelin. 
 
    Yanfear licked his lips. “A likely story, and convenient now you’re caught. I never saw the things Wulfrid saw in you. He treated you like a son, and this is how you repaid him.” 
 
    Leoh saw the tightness to Daelin’s face as he lowered his blade to the ground.  
 
    “Let the boy go and you can take me back to the guild. He’s the only one who can lead us to Wulfrid’s killer. Understand, we seek one of our own. Lucian killed Wulfrid, and if we find him, he will pay for Wulfrid’s death with his life,” said Daelin.  
 
    “You use this boy as a shield of guilt, Daelin. I should just kill him and test your skills with your pig sticker blade.” 
 
    Leoh’s shoulders sagged, but the words of his father came back to him. “One day you’ll make me the proudest man alive.” A rush of wind brushed past his face. The pressure from the point of the knife gave way. Something happened, but Leoh was too scared to look.  
 
    Daelin, Juliette, and Lokkur scanned the rooftops. The man behind him lurched forward and fell limp one side. He lay on his back with an arrow lodged deep in his eye. Leoh reached for the man’s knife and held it in shaking hands. 
 
    Leoh saw the outline of a man in the distance. He jumped from the rooftop to land deftly on the cobblestones. He wore identical garb as Daelin, except the blade at his side was curved and wide. The newcomer rose from one knee and walked towards them with a drooping swagger. He removed his hood to reveal his face. 
 
    “Azeri,” said Daelin.  
 
    The newcomer stopped at the body of the man he shot with the arrow. He removed the shaft with a pop as the man’s eye came away with it.  
 
    “I waited two days, Daelin. Two days for you to explain yourself,” said Azeri.  
 
    “There was no time to return, and we followed Wulfrid’s last orders. We have reason to believe he was killed for issuing them,” said Daelin.  
 
    “I watched you kill Vipers because I knew Yanfear would not give you time to explain. You now have that chance.” 
 
    With a heavy sigh, Daelin sheathed his blade and Juliette did the same. Leoh sat down on the ground and turned his back on the two bodies sprawled on the street. He picked up the dead man’s knife and tucked it inside his jacket. If there were any people around before, then they must have fled to their homes. 
 
    “On the night Wulfrid died, he asked me to recover a book. We were to find it before the high priest. He thought it would explain why Vladnar was murdering the Asha monks without retribution. When Juliette and I went to check on Wulfrid later, he was dead,” said Daelin. 
 
    “So why did you murder young Owen?” said Azeri.  
 
    “He cried murder, and we killed him. It was regrettable, but necessary,” said Daelin. His eyes flickered towards Juliette, but she failed to meet his gaze.  
 
    “One thing I do not understand is why you did not come to me, Daelin? We are friends after all,” said Azeri. “There was a debate once you fled, heated, and blades were drawn. We decided not to vote on a new leader until you were brought to justice.”  
 
    The danger was far from over. It would not be long before the city watch would arrive and arrest them.  
 
    “It was Lucian, Azeri. We believe he murdered Wulfrid. We fought him near this man’s home and barely came out alive. He’s after the Necromanex, and I mean to find it so I can understand why Wulfrid was killed.” 
 
    “I believe you, Daelin,” said Azeri, “for you’re the closest thing I have to a friend in this world.” Leoh let out an audible sigh. He didn't realise he held his breath. “You’re not alone, Daelin. I’ll follow you until we find the true killer. Let me return to the Vipers and tell them your story. They are after blood, but I will buy you time to prove your innocence.” 
 
    The two assassins walked up to each other and embraced in a warrior’s handshake. There were no more words, only understanding. Azeri disappeared into the shadow, and Daelin’s gaze followed him.  
 
    “Back on your horses,” said Daelin. “We ride for the gates.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leoh’s jaw dropped when the battlements came into view. The western gate loomed ahead like the mouth of a mythical beast. The portcullis hung precariously above the heads of guards like rows of razor sharp teeth. The walls either side crawled up the side of the mountain pass, and high ramparts snaked along the path through the mountain beyond. The defenders could rain down arrows and hot oil on their enemies as they ran through a gauntlet of terror. Leoh shivered. Daelin grabbed the reins of Leoh’s horse and led him back onto the path. He hadn’t even realised he had drifted. 
 
    “You saved Juliette's life, Leoh,” said Daelin.  
 
    “I didn't do anything, apart from acting the fool.” 
 
    “Regardless, you saved her. She will never thank you for it, but you showed great courage. Skoma is a master alchemist, and it is rare that he would unbalance the ingredients in his vials. You’re lucky we killed him before he threw another.” 
 
    Leoh smiled. “I may need to buy new leggings when we reach the gate.” 
 
    Daelin laughed and patted his horse on the neck. “Courage can come from many places, and sometimes a coward can become a hero if the time is right.” Guilt and fear drove his actions, not courage. 
 
    At the foot of the gate was the guardhouse, home to over a thousand soldiers. Leoh once read about a time when five hundred Elrancian soldiers fought off ten thousand Holden warriors in one of the bloodiest battles in history. The bodies piled so high the defenders could climb down the ramparts to the path below.  
 
    They kept to the same formation, with Juliette riding ahead to check for signs of trouble, and Daelin protecting the rear. No time for rest on this journey. Lokkur remained silent since the exchange in the square, only muttering that he was running out of whiskey. Daelin wanted to be out of the gate before dawn. From there, they would ride into the mountains and camp amongst the trees.  
 
    Travellers cluttered the road in front of the guardhouse. Soldiers inspected pelts brought by a group of hunters, while a tall, grizzly man in a red coat barked orders to those waiting behind. The queue stretched beyond the gate like a line of ants. The smell of spices filled the air as a caravan rolled past, the driver greeting them in a language Leoh did not understand. The traffic flowed in one direction, and it seemed the Elrancians did not care about those leaving the city. They stopped at the guardhouse and dismounted the horses. Daelin turned to Leoh and Lokkur.  
 
    “Rest here while I gather some supplies,” said Daelin. 
 
    Lokkur shook his head, causing his beard to fly over his shoulder. “You talk about Leoh slowing us down, Daelin. We need to leave right now, don't you understand?” 
 
    “What will you eat on the road? Slugs and beetles? What tools do you have to infiltrate a castle two thousand strong?” 
 
    Juliette rode back when she realised no one followed. Daelin turned to her and pointed his finger. “Keep your knives in your belt, I don't want to see blood on them until I say so.”  
 
    Juliette gave him a sideways glance and snarled. “I’ll do as I please.” She dismissed him with a flick of her wrist before riding along the wall towards a group of women. Daelin watched her go, his hand on the pommel of his sword. He rubbed his temple with his thumb before turning his horse and riding away.  
 
    Leoh sat next to Lokkur on a wooden bench outside an inn. The walls of the gate were littered with merchants and workshops. His muscles ached from sitting in the saddle all day. Guards in red and blue tunics walked past them in formation. A few of them must be younger than Leoh. Once the guards were out of earshot, Leoh turned to Lokkur. The mage scratched his beard and narrowed his eyes at something.  
 
    “What do you think about Daelin and Juliette? Do you still think we trust them?” said Leoh. 
 
    “After what I witnessed in the courtyard, I believe we can.” 
 
    “I thought I was going to die back there,” said Leoh, his eyes to the ground. He was not ashamed to admit he was out of his depth.  
 
    Lokkur raised his head and sniffed the air. He lounged back and put his hands behind his head. “I thought he would slit your throat, if I’m honest. The man harboured a murderous glint in his eyes. I believe he would have done if it if he wasn’t so focussed on Daelin.”  
 
    Leoh shuddered. This kind of honesty was not what he needed.  
 
    Lokkur smiled at him. “There are many talents in this world, Leoh. I believe everyone has their own talent in life. You have a calling, although it’s not clear what it is yet. My calling is to protect the Necromanex and restore the Bridge of Song. But now, all I feel is the darkness that comes with survival, one day to the next until this curse is lifted.” 
 
    Lokkur’s gaze drifted into the distance. “There must be something in the Necromanex to allow me to remain on the Bridge of Song. There must.” He nodded as if convincing himself. “If we are to help your father and retrieve the book, we need to be sure the assassin’s have the skills necessary to break him out of the castle. I firmly believe Daelin is as dangerous as they come, and there is a madness to Juliette that I can control. That is why I did not help today,” said Lokkur. 
 
    “So, you were happy to use me as bait to test out Daelin and Juliette?” 
 
    “It was necessary. I saw no other way.” 
 
    “There is always another way” said Leoh. 
 
    Lokkur shook his head. “What would you know, you’re just a kid.” He pulled his cloak tight around him and rested his hands behind his head. “I bet you have never even left Elrancia before?” 
 
    Leoh nodded and bit his lower lip. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Next you’ll be telling me about all the places you read about. How you know about the arts or music. Everything you know is second hand knowledge from someone else's memories. You know the Wall of Dren? Deep in the mountains of Moray?” 
 
    “It was built to record the written history of the people of Holden,” said Leoh.  
 
    “It does, but have you ever run your hand along its length? Felt the grooves of each word. Stood back and gaped in awe of its size. Murals so beautiful that the atmosphere alone will take your breath away. The wind howls along the wall, but you wouldn't know, would you? 
 
    Leoh didn't like where this was going, “No I wouldn't.”  
 
    “Then keep your opinions to yourself, Leoh. Trust that I know what’s good for you. I will keep you alive. Your skin is too thin for this world.” 
 
    Leoh walked to his horse with a bad taste in his mouth. He was the smallest piece in a grand game. Lokkur wants the Necromanex so bad he risked everyone’s lives today. They are all monsters, every one of them. Once they have the book, the only way I’m getting back to Elrancia is if my body washes down the River Orr.  
 
    He pulled out an apple from his saddlebag and ate in silence away from Lokkur. The mage opened a fresh bottle of whiskey and sucked on it like a mother’s teat. He reached for a piece of paper from within his robe and stared at it with sunken eyes.  
 
    Leoh walked around the back of Lokkur and saw a sketched portrait of a women and child. “Who are they?” asked Leoh, trying to tread carefully given the amount of whiskey Lokkur had drunk today.  
 
    Lokkur whipped his head around to see Leoh and immediately put the paper back into his shirt. He knocked over the bottle of whiskey, and it fell into the mud. “There are some things a man keeps private. It is not up for discussion.” Leoh was not sure if it was the drink or Lokkur talking. No wonder they needed help from Daelin and Juliette if they were going to rescue Leoh's father.  
 
    In the distance, he could make out Daelin as he came out of a blacksmith’s workshop. He carried a sack in one hand and a black leather belt with strange tools in the other. Two bows and a quiver of arrows slung over his shoulders. He made his way towards Leoh and tied the sack to the side of the horse. 
 
    “We need to leave,” said Daelin. “Word has spread about our fight in the square and inquisitors are being assembled to investigate. The city watch have loose tongues around here.” 
 
    Lokkur got to his feet and stumbled a little. He slurred, “I only fear Vladnar will be next to learn of this incident. Ah well, it is, what it is.” Daelin and Leoh gave each other a sideways glance but said nothing. “Time for one more drink I think. Four measures of whiskey for all our companions. One for the past, one for the present, and two for the future?” 
 
    “Why two for the future?” asked Leoh. 
 
    “Because it’s going to need it.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once they were ready, they rode through the guardhouse and into the first of a series of gates. The path was hewn out of the mountain like a deep wound. It must have taken hundreds of years to cut away at the solid rock. Leoh’s chest tightened as they rode through the bottleneck beyond the city. 
 
    He turned the horse to gaze upon his home city. Leoh swallowed hard. He was leaving behind the only life he had ever known. Smoke rose from thousands of homes as people sat down for their evening meal. Families who huddled together for warmth lived shoulder to shoulder with rich merchants. A flute played from an inn amongst cries of laughter. Only time would tell if he would hear laughter like it again. Once he passed through the gate, there would be no going back, and when you can’t go back, you only have to worry about the best way of moving forward. 
 
    As he rode under the first gate, the rusty portcullis hung down like a row of stalactites. The thought of it crashing down filled him with horror. He imagined most people would feel the same given the size of it. Leoh saw guards at the gate and on the ramparts above, armed with short bows and swords. The armour of the guards a mix of hard leather, with iron plating to protect their vital organs. Their helmets were polished steel with a short plume of red along the top.  
 
    One of the guards eyed them as they rode past. Another guard raised his eyebrows at Lokkur’s staff but waved them through. Juliette returned, a smile beaming across her face. 
 
    “All the gates are clear up ahead. If someone is expecting us, they are doing a grand job of hiding it.”  
 
    It was eerily quiet as they rode along the path. The footsteps of the guards shifted above them. The walls meandered with the path, seeming to close in on Leoh at every turn. Every minute he spent in here, the more his chest tightened. 
 
    A guard coughed above them, and Leoh ducked in fear. He needed to relax, but it was impossible when so many eyes were upon him.  
 
    Juliette rode beside Leoh and winced. “You look terrible.”  
 
    “I don't know how people can make this journey every day,” said Leoh.  
 
    Juliette laughed. “Most people have nothing to hide, and you would relax if you didn't have Vladnar chasing you.” 
 
    Leoh raised an eyebrow. “You trying to make me feel better?”  
 
    Juliette wheeled her horse away, and he caught her smile under the hood. She was pretty, but she was also a killer, and it made Leoh anxious to get away from her. He remembered her face as the assassin sat on top of her. She knew fear like everyone else.  
 
     For an hour, they walked through gate after gate, with the guards gazing down at them from the ramparts. It made Leoh feel uneasy as he tried to imagine what it must have been like to attack this place. The western gate’s reputation alone was what made this the safest route out of the city. The stones of the path were stained with blood. Leoh saw tiny fragments of bone within the cracks of the rocks. Bloody hand prints lined the walls and scraps of foreign clothing and items lay at its base. The sight turned Leoh’s stomach, and he wanted to get through the last gate as quickly as possible.  
 
    He rode next to Daelin as they approached the final gate. “Are we almost out of the mountain?” 
 
    Daelin gave him a sideways glance. “This is the last of the gates out of the city. Try to relax or you will still your heart before we get through.” 
 
    Leoh eyed the final gate as it came into view. “Why is the gate black?”  
 
    Daelin scoffed, “Are you a scholar? Very well. The final gateway is different from the rest as its undergone extensive restoration. Each gate was built over hundreds of years to add extra protection to the city. Each gate spans the width of the path, so with more gates, the less likely an enemy will breach the city. This last gate was charred black from fire in the war of attrition.” 
 
    “What could burn the gate like that?” said Leoh. 
 
    Daelin rubbed his chin. “Fire slaves I guess.” 
 
    Leoh’s throat felt dry and his eyes widened. “What the hell are fire slaves?”  
 
    “In Iria, to the west, they breed slaves to be used as weapons. It’s common for them to be set alight and made to charge at an enemy.” 
 
    “Brainwashed you mean?” said Leoh.  
 
    “Call it what you will. it’s an effective weapon. It’s their first line of attack before they send their windrunners. Be thankful we are at peace with Iria and Vorjland right now.”  
 
    “Why did they both attack Elrancia? Iria is a thousand miles away from Vorjland to be allies.” 
 
    Daelin shook his head and rubbed his neck. “Always religion, Leoh. I thought you owned a book shop, did you never read history? Ideas which divide one group of human beings from another, only to unite them in slaughter, generally have their roots in religion. It seems that if our species ever eradicates itself through war, it will not be because it was written in the stars but because it was written in our books. It is what we do with words like 'god' and 'eternal peace' and 'sin' in the present that will determine our future.” 
 
    Once they cleared the last gate, Leoh breathed a sigh of relief. They reached the end of the mountain pass, giving way to rich green fields and the forests of the valley beyond. He smiled at the sight and breathed in the mountain air. The wind carried the smell of pine resin, reminding him of a winter with Charlotte. His smile turned into a frown when he realised how far away she was from him. What she would be up to right now, did she even realise he was gone? He didn’t want to think about her finding the noose. It made him feel sick to his core.  
 
    Daelin broke off at a canter towards the tree line at the bottom of the valley. Leoh struggled to keep up as they rode swiftly towards the trees. He held onto his reins and dug his legs in. The wind rushed through his hair as they galloped down the open road. Leoh never felt as alive as he did right now. He forgot about the pain in his back and neck as he studied his surroundings. He could make out four distinct layers, each starker than the next. Small puffy clouds spattered the sky, bathed in red and gold from the onset of dawn. The ragged peaks of the mountain obscured the city of Elrancia behind them. Ahead lay the valley and the lush green forest as they descended. They rode past a small lake and saw the shadowy reflection of the mountains.  
 
    Once they reached the forest, Daelin slowed the pace and gave them some instructions. “The rules do not change. You stay close, and you don’t go wandering around. It isn’t just hunters of the Necromanex who seek to harm us out here,” said Daelin.  
 
    It was true, the roads out of the city were said to be ripe with bandits. They would cut your throat and rob your purse with the other hand. Hence why I always stayed at home, safe and sound.  
 
    After witnessing Daelin’s skills with the blade, he was glad the assassin was in charge. Leoh kept the knife from his attacker tucked away. He hoped he would never have to use it, but it was important to protect himself. He knew the balance between life and death more than most people.  
 
    “We will stop in an hour and make camp. I know this forest well so we should rest easy tonight. Tomorrow, we have another hard day’s ride, and we should make the castle the following day,” said Daelin. 
 
     Daelin stared at Leoh with the eyes of a court judge, narrow, hard, and ready to put the blame on Leoh if things went sour. He knew he was the liability in the group, but he was determined to rescue his father. He would find a way to make himself valuable. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After an hour, tall thick pines surrounded them on all sides. The canopy spread above them blocking out the sky. The sweet smell of weeping sap flowed wonderfully towards Leoh, and he reached out to touch it as he passed. His hand came away sticky, and it tasted like honey when he licked his fingers clean. The path changed from dry sand to muddy clay, but as they ventured farther, the horses’ hoofs waded through layers of dry autumn leaves. Some of these trees were over a hundred paces high, with thick trunks Leoh could not get his arms around. There was a power to the forest. Something ancient and all-knowing. It scooped them up in its embrace as they rode on. 
 
    Lokkur brought out a large book with a blue leather sleeve. Leoh loved the musky smell of old paper, but he was not sure if it was blood or dust that spotted the yellow pages. Daelin glanced over his shoulder, raising an eyebrow. “Will your book help us get Leoh’s father out of the castle?” 
 
    “It is a history of Elrancia, and the only surviving text that details the fight between Palias and the demons,” said Lokkur. 
 
    Daelin’s shoulder sagged and he let out a sigh. “Wulfrid taught me everything I know about Elrancia’s past. I am sure you enjoyed his company, over a dram of whiskey no doubt?” 
 
    “Yes, perhaps I did once,” said Lokkur, staring off into the distance.  
 
    Daelin maintained his position at the rear of the group, but now made his way to the front to talk to Juliette, grumbling at her as if she were a child. He pointed to a series of boulders at the base of a small hill. They edged their horses closer. Daelin nodded, so they made their camp at the top of the hill within a thicket of trees.  
 
    Leoh’s last expedition through the woods didn't go so well for him. In truth this was his first time sleeping under the stars. Juliette showed him how to collect the right kind of firewood, selecting the driest pieces. She helped him feed and water the horses before brushing them down. Daelin removed his pack and distributed even amounts of cured meats, bread, and cheese.  
 
    Lokkur started the fire and lay with his boots off, warming his feet next to the flames. He reached for his whiskey and held it close to him as if it was a newborn baby. Leoh needed to talk to him, but Daelin stood in his way. 
 
    “Are you going to drink the entire journey?” said Daelin. Leoh moved around him and stood next to the fire, warming his hands but opening his ears to their conversation.  
 
    Lokkur narrowed his eyes. “What I do with this bottle is none of your concern, Assassin.” Leoh cringed at the mage’s words.  
 
    “Listen to me, Mage. To have any chance of getting your friend out of this dungeon, we are going to need all the information we can get. If you’re drunk for the next few days, then you jeopardise us all.”  
 
    “If you lived through my memories, you wouldn’t be quick to judge, Assassin.” 
 
    Daelin stood over Lokkur and crossed his arms across his body. “You know nothing of my life, Mage. If this is a pissing contest, I’ll give you a taste. I’ve fought in five campaigns, two of which were on the front lines. I cried during the early days. I was only twelve years old, after all, a kid who should have been playing with his friends. I lost count of how many times I soiled myself with fear. I’ve stormed twenty castles undetected with only a handful of knives. Each one has pierced the flesh of hundreds of enemies. I was born into a world of murder, killing friends and foe alike. I take my orders and I destroy the names etched on the paper. I once killed a woman for spilling wine on the king. She met her end down the deepest well in the city. I’ve stabbed men in the back, in the groin, smashed men’s head’s in with rocks, drowned a child with its face looking up at me. I should have died years ago, like a rabid dog that needs putting down, but I’ve not, and I’ve no idea why. I wrestle with these deaths every day. The faces of men, women, and children stare at me when I close my eyes. They scream at me with hollowed eyes dripping blood. You think you know fear, you do not know shit. So, try me. Get whatever demon it is off your mind. Can I trust you when the time comes?”  
 
    Leoh turned to the old mage. The light from the fire washed over his pale weathered skin. Every line and scar came to attention. Leoh thought he saw the reflection of the fire in the man’s eyes, pained and tortured.  
 
    Lokkur considered Leoh and attempted a smile. “The portrait is of my wife and daughter. We were happy…once, before it became clear I would sacrifice everything for pain. I was a young man when I realised I could return to my earthly body after death. I was home building my daughters bed when the screams started. A group of soldiers rode into the village. They carried long halberds with bright gold shafts.” Lokkur shook his head. “A massacre. I told my wife and daughter to run to the forest while I reached for my sword. I’d no real training, and there were only a few people in the village who served as soldiers. They pierced my heart, and I died within seconds.” 
 
    Lokkur’s breathing became ragged. He blew the cobwebs off the story one more time. “The next thing I knew, I was standing on a huge bridge with hundreds of other people. Hopeless souls wandering. It was clear to me I must have died. As we made our way across the Bridge of Judgement, Libra rose in front of us and peered deep into my eyes. No words were spoken, but I felt like all my life's actions were being judged.” 
 
    The fire cracked at the mention of the god as if it, too, listened intently. Juliette returned, and she edged closer to listen to the rest of Lokkur’s story. “Once through the gate, I found myself on another bridge, but this one was in ruins. The path was blocked by two demons. From somewhere within me, I found the strength and courage to get past the foes and to the other side.” 
 
    Lokkur’s voice lost its vibrancy. He spoke in a trance, his eyes never leaving the fire as if the answers he sought danced in the flames. The wind died down, and the only sound was Lokkur and his story. The forest also wanted to hear the tale. “When I reached the other side of the bridge, I felt a feeling of elation. I saw others transporting to an astral plane and thought I would join them. It was so inviting it made your heart yearn for it. The next thing I knew, I was lying on the ground in a pool of blood. My village was on fire. I could have sworn I dreamt the whole thing. A rush of air filled my lungs, and I screamed in pain. When I looked at my chest, there was blood everywhere but little wounds. It was already healing.” 
 
    Lokkur lifted his white shirt to reveal a mess of scars on his body, the biggest of which was directly over his heart. Leoh felt sick at the sight of them. “The enemy fled the village. But not before murdering everyone within it. I found my wife and daughter with arrows in their backs. I told them to run to the woods. It was all my fault.” 
 
    Lokkur began to weep, but he sucked in a deep breath and wiped his eyes. “I wandered the land in search of their killers. I never found them. A group of mages discovered me. They helped me understand the nature of my sacrifice and the significance of my calling. So, you see why I drink, Daelin. Can you imagine having your loved ones torn away from you like that? Can you imagine the pain at not being able to die and be with them? The only alternative is to fail at the Bridge of Song and be damned to hell for eternity. This is why I must protect the secrets within the Necromanex until the demons are destroyed. I remember every death I faced for over one hundred years, every pain, and every bone broken. I’ve fallen from mountains, and I’ve drowned in the sea. I’ve felt the slow death of disembowelment, and yet my body still lives. Once you understand, my friend, you would do well not to question about how much a man drinks.” 
 
    Leoh’s heart sunk as Lokkur told his story. Now he realised what was at stake if they did not defeat the demons. All Lokkur wanted was to be with his family again, but the gods would not allow it. Not yet. He felt the chill of the night despite the heat from the fire. 
 
    Daelin walked towards the mage and put a hand on his shoulder. Lokkur looked up at him with a tear in his eye. 
 
    “Then I won’t let you drink alone.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    A hiss rose from the embers as Daelin doused the fire. The world turned to darkness in the absence of firelight. He assured Leoh that it was morning, but the sun was yet to appear through the trees. Leoh yawned into his hand and rubbed his eyes. They left the hilltop and returned to the road. Daelin said there was a village at the end of the forest, and they would stop at a river to rest. It was a few hours ride, and they were all keen to get out of the forest. The blue of the sky was now faint through the canopy of trees, and rays of light shone through as if to mark their way.  
 
    Leoh thought of Lokkur’s story from last night. There was a lot at stake for everyone, but he didn’t think any of them wore the weight of the world on their shoulders as much as the old mage. He would have a sore head today from the whiskey, no doubt. 
 
    Juliette and Daelin kept watch through the night. Every time Leoh opened his eyes, he could feel Daelin staring at him. The shadows around his eyes were like black coals in the soft light of the fire. Juliette thrashed in her sleep. She kept mumbling something about her family.  
 
    Today it was the turn of Daelin to take the lead, scouting ahead while Juliette stayed with Leoh and Lokkur.  
 
    “How did you get involved in this, Juliette? Leoh said. 
 
    Juliette never took her eyes off her surroundings but moved her horse closer to Leoh’s. “Curiosity got the better of me,” Juliette said with a smile.  
 
    “I mean, how did you find me?” 
 
    “It is our business to know what the city is thinking. Knowledge is an assassin’s best weapon, apart from knives, of course. Our leader discovered that Vladnar visited you, and he wanted us to bring him the Necromanex. You got away during our fight with Lucian.” 
 
    “What would you have done if you found me first?” 
 
    “Killed you probably, after you gave us the location of the book.” 
 
    Leoh’s throat tightened at her words. He fought the urge to retch. This is how quickly things can change. One minute you’re hunted, the next minute protected by the same people. It made him feel uncomfortable when sides could be swapped so easily.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Leoh. I like you, and we will get your father out. If there is anybody who can break someone out from a castle, it’s Daelin.”  
 
    Leoh was not sure if she meant to soothe him, but it relaxed him all the same. “Were you close with Wulfrid, your leader?” 
 
    “We did not always see eye to eye on things. He saw me as reckless, and it is why I offered to help Daelin find you, to prove I could be trusted. The Necromanex needs to be in my hands as soon as possible. You’re not the only one to see your nightmares come true.” 
 
    Leoh gave her a sideways glance. “What do you mean your hands?” 
 
    Juliette blinked. “I just mean, you know, we have to protect the secrets of the book. The man we hunt is no ordinary assassin. He stalked your home the same night we saw you. He confronted us but broke off to chase you. I’m surprised you’re still breathing.” 
 
    Leoh remembered seeing shadows on the rooftops as he left his home. The fact that Juliette was scared did nothing for Leoh’s confidence. “My father is the only family I have left. I think about what he must be going through in the dungeon.”  
 
    Juliette gazed into the distance. She touched the scar at the side of her mouth. “Yes, I think about mine every second of the day.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Leoh.  
 
    She spun her head towards him and Leoh flinched. “I’ll be fine. You reminded me of something is all.”  
 
    Leoh nodded at the scar on her face. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “You mention it again, I’ll kill you” 
 
    Leoh raised his hands and gasped. He should just keep his mouth shut. Books made him curious about people and places. 
 
    Juliette sighed, and she tapped her fingers on the neck of her horse. There was a long silence as she pulled her hood back. Her long brown hair flowed down her back behind her ears, emerald eyes reflected in the sunlight. High cheekbones gave her jaw a jagged look, hard, but pretty. A scar flowed from the side of her mouth up to her cheekbone. Despite it, she remained beautiful. Leoh felt a touch of guilt.  
 
    “You’re the first person to ask about my face and live. Perhaps it’s because I understand your pain. What you see is a mix of bad choices and brutal results. They call it an Elrancian smile, but it’s no laughing matter. Regis used to laugh at me every day, call me an ugly bitch as he beat my head against the cell wall. One day, they held me down and cut a line at the edge of my mouth. Regis grabbed a handful of salt and pressed it in front of my mouth, forcing me to lick my lips and open my mouth wide. I ended up tearing a hole from my mouth to my cheek.” 
 
    “Fires within. Who were they?” said Leoh 
 
    “Evil little men, doing evil little deeds. Now leave me alone, Leoh, I’ve said too much.” 
 
     As they rode further into the forest, they came across a ruined cottage. Several holes pocketed the roof, and a tree grew out from the crumbling wreck of an old chimney. Green moss covered the walls, and the smell of smoke hung in the air. Daelin circled around the cottage to inspect the rear. From somewhere, high up in the trees, a bird screeched. It pierced through the sounds of the forest. Everybody turned as an identical screech echoed behind them. It seemed the birds were communicating with each other.  
 
    “We have to get out of here,” said Lokkur. He seemed ready to gallop to the ends of the earth. His horse raised its front legs and neighed.  
 
    Daelin ran over to join them. “What danger do you sense?”  
 
    “Ravens. They will alert your friend, Lucian, to our location. We must hurry.”  
 
    “We wait and fight,” said Daelin.  
 
    Lokkur bellowed as loud as the screeching ravens. “No! Lucian will come with an army of Heraldaz’s priests. Vladnar will not make the same mistake at the cliff edge. If you make us wait here, you doom us all.” 
 
    For a long moment, Leoh held his breath. Their fates rested on Daelin’s decision.  
 
    “No, we will stay and fight Lucian, and all who come with him.” 
 
    Lokkur shook his head. He pointed at Daelin and narrowed his eyes. “I leave you to your death, Daelin. We are riding on. We will await you near the village if you make it out alive. You bloodthirsty fool, you do not know what you’re up against.” 
 
    Daelin seemed blind with fury. Juliette nodded at Daelin, and she sucked in a deep breath. Two knives appeared in her hands, and she swung her horse around to face the danger. Her upper lip rose to form a snarl like a cornered wolf.  
 
    “Get out of here, Leoh,” said Daelin. Leoh’s mouth hung open. His attention was on the shadow dancing in the forest. “I said get out of here!” 
 
    Leoh snapped out of his daze. He gripped the reins and dug his legs into the horse’s side. He angled it down the path and through the forest. He never looked back. Why did Daelin not listen to Lokkur? If Lucian was a nightmare from legend, they should be fleeing to safety, wherever a safe place could be found in this world.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daelin sat in one of the great pine trees, boiling with fury. The only reason they fled the city was so they could draw Lucian towards them. If he was close, they could not run. They had to face him. 
 
     Everything was quiet, apart from the soft rustle of leaves blowing in the wind. Juliette climbed into a tree, pulling her cloak around her body. She strung her bow and laid it across her lap. Daelin set traps around the cottage, using the tools he acquired in Elrancia, before leaping into the tree opposite Juliette. 
 
    The soft thud of horses’ hooves tore up clumps of sodden mud. Daelin gripped his bow, checking the tension before notching an arrow. They would kill these priests without mercy. As the sound grew louder, a rush of wind blew dry leaves into the air, obscuring the view for a moment. Two riders burst through the trees, an old man, and a young woman. Rabbits hung along the sides of the horses, and the girl carried a small dog in her arms. These people were not their enemy.  
 
    A bowstring tensed. Juliette aim an arrow at the couple. They rode on, unaware of the assassins above them. Daelin notched his own arrow, and within seconds, let it loose towards Juliette. It sailed through the air and smacked into the tree trunk above her head. She snarled at him like a dog. 
 
    An hour passed. The wait tore at Daelin’s stomach. The shaking in his right hand increased as the minutes passed. A raven’s cry cut through the silence, severing the serenity of his surroundings. Horses thundered along the path and trampled anything underneath. Within moments, ten priests gathered below them. They stopped to check the tracks of their horses. Fresh tracks led around the cottage and towards the woods. If they checked the cottage, they would fall right into his traps. He smiled as four of the men circled towards them.  
 
    The four red priests kicked in the old rotten door and rushed inside. Daelin had set a string line across the entrance to the door. Tied at the ends were egg shells filled with Klarovin crystals. When the seals are broken, it emits a powerful chemical that if inhaled, shuts off the throat, leaving the brain starved of oxygen. A moment later, they ran out choking. The priests fell to their knees, eyes bulging from their sockets. The four men were dead before they even knew what had happened.  
 
    The remaining six searched the forest, turning in frantic circles. Daelin and Juliette rained down an arrow each into the hearts of two priests. The last four spread out to take cover behind thick tree trunks.  
 
    Daelin launched himself from the tree and landed on top of one of the priests. He fell from his horse as Daelin’s blade soared from the sky to sever his spinal cord. Juliette launched her own attack, sending a throwing knife deep into another priest’s neck. The remaining priests eyed Daelin with fear, but they galloped towards Daelin and Juliette at full speed. They carried their halberds and would have an advantage over the assassins on foot.  
 
    As the first priest aimed a stab at Daelin's head, he rolled underneath it and used his black blade to slice through the horse’s knees. It sent both rider and horse flying across the muddy path. With the man stunned, Daelin rammed his sword through the man’s chest. The cries of the horse tore at Daelin’s heart, so he put it out of its misery with one final cut to the neck. 
 
    Daelin turned to see Juliette evade several swipes and jabs from the remaining priest’s halberd. Her shorter knives failed to find a mark whether thrown or thrust as he dodged in turn. She ran towards a tree with the horse in full charge behind her.  
 
    “Stand your ground, Juliette,” Daelin shouted.  
 
    She headed for the tree, and the halberd closed in. The priest jabbed downward to pierce Juliette's back. With a quick glance over her shoulder, she launched herself at the tree, using it as a pivot to propel herself upwards and outwards. She twisted in the air and rammed her knife through the priest’s eye. The priest continued to stab at shadows before he fell lifeless from the horse. Juliette made sure by sending her knife through the other eye and into his brain. The strange smile returned to her face as if satisfied with her efforts.  
 
    “You took your time dealing with him,” said Daelin.  
 
    “Shit on you, Daelin. I had to improvise. My blades are too short. Assassins tools are not meant for open warfare, after all.” 
 
    Daelin nodded, but he did not return the smile. Lucian was out there. He walked to the centre of the path and scanned the tree canopy. Anger and bloodlust consumed him. Daelin arched his back and held his fists tight. “Show yourself!” 
 
    He spun, searching the shadows for the man who killed Wulfrid. The pump of blood filled his ears. He forgot about the smells of the forest, or the bodies and blood seeping into the mud at his feet. “Show yourself, coward.” The echo carried through the forest in a wave of anger. Sweat formed on his brow, and he wiped it away with a bloody hand, leaving red streaks across his face. There was no answer from the forest, and the sounds of trees and animals returned as normal.  
 
    Daelin relaxed his mind, and after a few moments, they gathered their horses and galloped towards Leoh and Lokkur. The final battle with Lucian would have to wait.  
 
    Long grass replaced the dense forest as the path wound west, then north. The outline of the village appeared on the horizon, black and brown dots like a mouthful of rotten teeth. They raced their horses at full speed towards it. The sun broke through the canopy to shine upon Daelin. The warmth felt good on his tired bones. There was blood on his face. He could taste it as he licked his lips, but he did not care as long as the blood was not his. 
 
    The tracks of Leoh’s horse were easy to spot in the soft grass. He could tell from the way it pulled to one side. The horse did not trust him yet. Daelin followed the tracks to the edge of the village. The tracks veered off the road and into a wheat field, trampling the long stalks in the process. Daelin narrowed his eyes and shook his head. A blind man could follow these idiots.  
 
    The wheat rose beside them to signal the way, and eventually they came to an embankment overlooking the village. Leoh sat on a rock with his head in his hands, and Lokkur gazed towards the village. Leoh grinned and waved. Daelin did not return the smile and frowned instead. 
 
    “You left a hell of a trail back there. We need to move,” said Daelin.  
 
    “What happened?” said Leoh.  
 
    “We ambushed ten of your red priests. All are dead. There was no sign of Lucian, but I could feel his presence close by,” said Daelin. 
 
    “It seems he still has a few cards left to play,” said Lokkur, who continued to stare at the village.  
 
    “He wants us to lead him to the Necromanex. I met Vladnar once, but the memory still haunts me. If he thinks we know where it is, then he knows we will take him right to it.” Leoh said.  
 
    “I agree. We must focus on getting to castle Valkin before an army of priests are behind us,” said Lokkur.  
 
    Daelin gave a nod of approval. He knew the real battle would be when the Necromanex was in sight. Then all the forces in the world would scramble for it, like vultures fighting over a carcass. “The quicker we find it, the quicker this is over with,” said Daelin as he wiped the blood from his face.  
 
    He made his way to the stream to clean his body and wipe down his blade. His eyes followed the water as it flowed towards the village. It meandered peacefully before joining the fast-flowing River Orr. He studied his sword as if for the first time. How many men had he slain with the black blade? Countless. Now it seemed for the very first time his blade had purpose. These were not killing of innocents or some senseless war. There was more at stake than just getting revenge for Wulfrid’s death. They were riding into a thunderhead where good and evil collided in a never-ending battle. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lucian watched as the two assassins made swift work of the priests. He told Vladnar to double their number, the fool. He underestimated the assassins, and it would be their undoing.  
 
    The Viper screamed for vengeance, and the beast inside gnawed at him to react with violence. Lucian needed to be strong and control the raven’s blood, but with his prize in sight, he found it increasingly difficult. Patience, my hungry friend.  
 
    Once the riders fled to the west, Lucian floated down to the forest floor. He smirked at the bodies littering the path. Their deaths were brilliant to watch. He marvelled at the ingenuity of the assassin who set the traps in the cottage. The fight taught him many things.  
 
    A gurgle came from near the cottage. He stalked over to investigate, his boots making no sound as he walked. He laughed as he heard the raspy breath of a priest. He clapped his hands together in applause as he closed in. It was no easy feat surviving the trap. The man saw Lucian approach, and his eyes went wide with fear. He would be wishing he joined his friends on the Bridge of Judgement, no doubt. His pupils were dilated, and his face turned purple. Somehow, he continued to find small gasps of air from inside.  
 
    “Help me,” the man managed to croak. The words seemed to give him great pain.  
 
    Lucian directed his smile towards the man, revealing his sharp teeth. From this close, the man would see the tiny pupils in his eyes, and it was normally enough to send most men into a hysterical trance of fear. “I’d say you’re the lucky one, but we both know it to be false,” said Lucian, his voice rising higher to increase the theatre of the moment.  
 
    The man’s body jerked as Lucian reached for his blade. Their eyes locked on to each other as he raised the blade up and slowly, ever so slowly, brought it across the man’s jugular. The pressure built up in the man’s neck exploded, bathing Lucian in the man’s blood.  
 
    With Lucian’s face now completely soaked, he licked his lips and finished his feast. The other men were dead too long for him to cultivate their life essence and preserve his own humanity.  
 
    Lucian laughed at the sky. He could feel his humanity fight the raven’s blood. Images of his wife filled his mind. He wished all of this could be over. A chance to join them in the Afterworld. Yet he felt like an animal, too powerful to put down. “Never leave my memories. Please, forgive me,” said Lucian. He searched for his wife’s face within his mind. This would all be over soon, then he could re-join his family, if Heraldaz allowed it. 
 
     He walked to where his horse, Nightwind, was tethered. The beast was not scared of him. Apart from the ravens, he guessed it made him his only friend. He called out to the ravens to begin their search. It would not be long before he found them again.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The river Orr stretches across the landscape like a bulging vein. Milky-white water rushes downstream as if escaping a danger in the mountains. The current could pull a horse under within moments of stepping into its embrace. Across the other side, Leoh saw smoke rising from a line of tiny homes, like tiny sprinkles of brown and grey on the horizon. The mountains of Moray rose to the north and dominated the skyline, making the peaks in Elrancia look like grassy knolls. It was breathtaking to see them for the first time.  
 
    “We have to take the village crossing,” said Lokkur. 
 
    Daelin rubbed his chin. “I agree it’s the only way across, but we are too exposed on the raft.” 
 
    Leoh watched the ferry approach the shore. The currents were so powerful that it took ten men with long wooden poles to push the boat across to the other side. Each time it made one journey, the men changed over as it drained every ounce of their energy. The raft could carry twenty passengers, so they might not be the only people travelling across today. Daelin was right. If they were attacked on the raft, they could be thrown into the water and dragged downstream. Leoh shuddered as he imagined drowning in the icy water.  
 
    “Juliette, find out who’s paid for passage,” said Daelin. 
 
    “Why don’t you go down if it’s so important?” They stared at each other for a moment, and Juliette’s eyes broke away first. With a nod, she rode down the hill towards the hut at the ferry station. Leoh remembered how beautiful Juliette was. He felt terrible as he thought of Charlotte. When Juliette returned, a smile slipped out from the shadow inside her hood. Leoh thought it could radiate light even in the darkest of nights.  
 
    “At the moment, we are the only ones crossing this morning,” said Juliette. 
 
    Daelin clasped his hands behind his head and let out a breath. “Fortune favours us.”  
 
    Lokkur grinned from ear to ear. “We should prepare ourselves for a rough ride. I hope you don’t get seasick.”  
 
    Laughter erupted from Juliette, and she cupped her hand over her mouth to disguise a snort. Was this a bond developing between them? Were these the closest to friends he ever had, two assassins and a drunken mage? It was an odd realisation that he spent most of his life indoors reading books. He blamed his father, and a touch of guilt flickered within him. He knew his father was just trying to keep him safe from harm. Even at the theatre, he did not feel like he belonged. 
 
    Lokkur reached into his robes and produced a jangling purse. He counted out the money required for the ferry.  
 
    “Where’d you get all the money?” asked Juliette.  
 
    Lokkur smiled, “If you kill enough of Vladnar’s priests, you tend to accumulate a lot of gold halberds. Be glad I’ve a taste for cheap whiskey these days.”  
 
    As they rode towards the ferry, Leoh scanned the other side of the river again. There was a similar sized village to the one on this side. Two lines of twenty stone houses flanked a dirt street. Beyond it was an expanse of forest, and after they would reach the castle at the foothills of the mountains of Moray, the ancestral home of the Azzar and Lokkur. Once they reached the other side, it would only be a day before they reached the castle. As they closed in on the castle, Leoh felt more nervous. What condition would his father be in? 
 
    The hut next to the ferry was a singe story wooden building with two rooms, one for the ferrymen to rest in after a long struggle on the water, and another for passengers to wait. The ferrymen were lying on their backs, drenched in sweat and sipping hot tea. One of the men gasped for air and rubbed his shoulder. They sprawled like star fish on the floor and ignored their new passengers.  
 
    Lokkur handed the ferry master the coins.  
 
    The ferry master spoke in a thick guttural accent. “Thank you, sir. We will make our way across the river once Thorgon has the men ready.” His two front teeth were missing, and his tongue poked out when he spoke.  
 
    “Good, very good,” said Lokkur.  
 
    Leoh’s jaw dropped when he saw the condition of the raft. Its bindings had seen better days. The idea of stepping onto it filled him with dread. “Lokkur, are you sure there is no other way to cross?” said Leoh, pointing at the raft.  
 
    “I’ve crossed this river many times, Leoh. It will hold, don’t worry.” His doubts remained, but he would trust Lokkur. His experiences of the world were far greater than Leoh’s. Yet Leoh stared at the bindings one more time, casting his mind back to things he read about ships. 
 
    The ferry master gave the signal to board the ferry. They led their horses across the jetty and onto the raft. Leoh tied the reins of his horse to the rail. Sacks of grain and vegetables were stacked high at the end of the raft and a man counted them with hands on hips. As the ferry master signalled to the men to row, there was a shout from the shoreline.  
 
    “Wait, you whoresons. We need to get across.”  
 
    Leoh turned his head when Daelin drew his blade.  
 
    “You’re too late, were leaving,” said the ferry master.  
 
    “To hell with you. My friend and I are crossing. Here is your coin.” 
 
    The man was in his twilight years and wore a jerkin of boiled black leather with grey fur at the shoulders. Across his back was a monster of an axe. It must be impossible to carry, let alone swing. His companion was a slender, handsome man who seemed to carry no weapons. His colourful tunic gave him the look of a bard. He threw the coin at the ferry master, who caught it. The two men rode their horses onto the raft amidst curses from the ferry master and his crew.  
 
    Once the ropes were untied, the raft fought against the current of the River Orr. Leoh’s legs wobbled, and he stumbled into a barrel, which brought laughter from the men. After a few minutes, he got his sense of balance and relaxed.  
 
    Lokkur and Daelin stared at the newcomers. Juliette played with her knives. This time, she juggled three knives in her hands, sending them spinning into the air from one hand to the next in a hypnotic rhythm. The two men walked over to Leoh, their arrival announced by the huge shadow of the bigger man.  
 
    “Travelling alone, laddie?” said the giant.  
 
    “I’m with everyone you see here,” said Leoh. 
 
    “A strange group, I have to say. Two killers, a mage, and what might your special talent be?”  
 
    “My talent still escapes me,” Leoh said, trying to act calm despite his soaring heart beat and sweaty palms. Daelin warned him not to trust anybody they met.  
 
    “Well, my talentless friend, my name is Bale, and this is Loretto.” 
 
    “My name is Penn,” said Leoh, shocked at how quickly the lie came to him. The fact he chose Charlotte's fathers name made him feel sick. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Penn,” said Bale.  
 
    The big man seemed like a gentle giant. A warm smile greeted Leoh, and he shook his hand without breaking it. 
 
    Loretto eyed Leoh for a moment and turned to whisper in his friend’s ear. His heart raced as he walked over to Daelin. The assassin’s eyes narrowed as he approached.  
 
    “I lied to them,” Leoh said, lowering his voice to a whisper. It was difficult to hear anything over the crashing waves. They were not far across the river and there was still a long way to go.  
 
    “Good, you’re learning,” said Daelin as he continued to stare at the two men. “Try and stay away from them until we know for certain they are not dangerous.” 
 
    “The axe is a bit of a giveaway?” 
 
    “A big man like that is a formidable opponent on an open battlefield, but on a tiny raft like this, it would be useless if we were to fight,” said Daelin.  
 
    Leoh crossed the raft to where Juliette sat. She stopped playing with her knives and gazed at a piece of paper in her lap. Her head was in her hands, and her shoulders slumped. As Leoh edged closer, he saw a chain around her neck, but whatever was on the end of it was hidden underneath her clothes.  
 
    “Feeling sick?” said Leoh. 
 
    Her head shot up at the call of Leoh’s voice. She folded the paper and crammed it into her bag. 
 
    “No, actually,” said Juliette. “Well, perhaps a little I guess.”  
 
    “Can I sit?” 
 
    Juliette nodded and Leoh sat across from her.  
 
    “What do you have on the end of your chain? Leoh asked. 
 
    “Oh, well, this is slightly awkward now you mention it. I found this at the bottom of a box in your house.” A small blush peppered her cheeks, and it made Leoh forget she was a trained assassin.  
 
    When Juliette brought the medallion out, Leoh’s heart skipped several beats. He remembered why he recognised the three interlocking symbols during his meeting with Vladnar. They were on a chain belonging to his father. 
 
    “Why did you take it?” asked Leoh. 
 
    “It’s hard to explain, but the symbols seem to call to me in my dreams. I was not thinking when I put it around my neck. You should have it, it’s yours.” 
 
    Leoh did not know what to say, but the medallion called to him as well. Juliette removed the chain and held it in front of him. “I’ll make sure I return it to my father when we see him,” said Leoh as he put the chain around his own neck.  
 
    The raft rocked wildly as they reached the middle of the river. Leoh fought the urge to vomit over the side. When the sickness passed, a surge of energy trickled through him, like a tiny flame from within glowing brighter and brighter.  
 
    “Are you okay, laddie,” said Bale, stepping closer to put a hand on Leoh’s shoulder.  
 
    Daelin forced himself in between them. “Leave him.” 
 
    “Get back, killer,” said Bale. “I was only asking if he was okay. His face is a little green.” 
 
    “Then do it from the other side of the raft. He’s not your responsibility.” 
 
    Leoh could not explain what was happening to him. It was as if the world spun and he was the axis it revolved around. The medallion around his neck flooded his body with energy. He thought he would burst if he did not let it out.  
 
    Bale smiled down at Daelin. “I do not think you have the means to remove me. We mean the boy no harm. Listen, let us have a drink while we wait out the rest of the journey.” He pointed over at Lokkur. “I see the mage has a bottle of whiskey, if we can pry it from his hands.” 
 
    Lokkur turned at the mention of the bottle of whiskey, but when he saw Leoh, his eyes went as wide as two full moons in a night sky.  
 
    “I won’t tell you again,” said Daelin. The tension was too much to bear. The ferry master wiped sweat from his brow with a cloth. Leoh could feel his control slipping away as the energy coursed through him. It felt like boiling water in his veins. Visions of Angarv filled his mind. The rage, the torment, and the heat and flame that would await him there. He saw water and earth rush in from a mountain to quench the heat, but the fire was too powerful. Leoh stood in the middle of the scene and closed his eyes.  
 
    “So be it, killer,” said Bale as he reached for his huge axe.  
 
    Just before Daelin closed the distance with his black blade, there was a rush of white light from Leoh’s hand. Flames licked at anything that wasn’t water. The centre of the raft melted in an arc of searing white heat. The raft rocked in a blaze of fire as steam and smoke billowed around him. Leoh tumbled to the back of the raft and grabbed onto the bindings. His hand hissed as it touched the water.  
 
    Everyone eyes were wide, except Lokkur, who smiled. The ferrymen rushed to put the fire out.  
 
    “Can we make to the other side,” said Juliette. The noise of the flames drowned out her voice.  
 
    The ferry master shot Leoh a wicked glance. “If you fuckers grab a bucket and help we might.” Juliette rushed to grab a bucket and fill it with river water. Leoh lost sight of her as the smoke thickened around him. People shouted at him, but he couldn’t see their faces. What is happening to me? 
 
    Bale and Loretto rushed to help Juliette. The horses kicked violently at anyone who dared go near them. Lokkur stood there in wonderment as Leoh fell onto the deck, choking on the black smoke. Leoh yawned, his jaw cracking from the strain. I could sleep for days. His arms flopped to his sides, and he allowed his eyes to shut. Did I start the fire? I don’t remember anything.  
 
    The fire burned deep and licked at the bindings holding the raft together. The shore crept closer, but it felt a thousand paces away. I’m letting everybody down, again. 
 
    The ferrymen cursed as they pushed their wooden poles into the riverbed, muscles working overtime and breathing ragged. The ferry master grabbed a pole and called on the others to do the same. Even Lokkur gathered a pole and pushed as hard as he could. The flames burned deep into the wood as the raft struggled to remain afloat. They spun in circles, the river tossing them around like a child’s toy. 
 
    “We have to lighten the load,” said a voice through the smoke.  
 
    “There is no way in hell I’m jumping off,” shouted Juliette, soaked from head to toe as she filled buckets of water.  
 
    The ferrymen shrugged their shoulders and spat onto the flames. Bale stepped forward and put his hand on the ferry master’s shoulder. The man dominated the raft, and not just in physical size. Bale could have been a general or a war hero for all he knew. Flames roared behind him, but he remained calm.  
 
    “You get this laddie across to the other side,” said Bale.  
 
    Loretto grabbed Bale by the arms, but he just winked at him. “You’re mad, Bale. You always have been,” said Loretto, laughing at the giant axe man.  
 
    “Years of adventuring with you would drive anyone insane,” said Bale.  
 
    The man with the axe stepped up to the end of the raft, edging his feet forward until his toes hung over. He jumped into the torrent of the River Orr with a splash. The waves rolled on top of him, and he disappeared. He failed to resurface.  
 
    Loretto turned to Leoh and gave him a nod. He turned to Daelin and met his icy gaze. “Friendship is a funny old thing.” He jumped into the raging water to join Bale in the unknown.  
 
    Leoh couldn’t believe it, jaw hung open. A random act of heroism reserved for a story book. Shouts continued as they fought to keep what was left of the raft from breaking apart. They rowed as if Angarv was upon them, the flames licking dangerously close. Leoh's legs submerged into the freezing water as the back of the raft tilted. It felt like a reprieve from the unbearable heat from the fire. He breathed in and felt his nostrils singe.  
 
    The shore was within their reach, but it was still unclear if they would make it. Two of the ferrymen took their chances in the water. After a few more agonising minutes, they made it to the edge of the jetty where a group of men gathered to help put out the flames. The horses were untied, and they bolted across the raft and onto the jetty, knocking several men from their feet.  
 
    Leoh and his group landed on the jetty and dropped to their knees exhausted. Daelin surged ahead to gather the horses. Leoh glanced over his shoulder at the doomed ferry. It was unrecognisable from the craft they boarded only an hour ago. The ferry master stormed towards them. Juliette stepped in the way with her blade between them. 
 
    “You ruined trade for a month, you hear?” said the ferry master.  
 
    “You move one more step and I’ll gut you” said Juliette.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I do not know what happened,” said Leoh. It was as honest an answer as he could make. He did not know what overcame him.  
 
    “We will pay for all the damages,” said Lokkur. He put his arm around the ferry master’s shoulders and walked with him to where the ferry used to be, debating the price of compensation in hushed tones.  
 
    Juliette gave Leoh a clap on the back and a comforting smile. “That was incredible, whatever it was. Yes, you nearly killed us, but I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    He sat on the ground and recoiled at his hands. Tiny blisters lined his palm, and they felt raw to the touch. Panic washed over him as the sound of Charlotte's voice escaped his memory. There were other blanks as well, such as his mother’s name. The memory crumbling like a handful of sand. The panic of forgetting such details felt more intense than the energy consuming him. Lokkur’s warning came rushing back to him. Was this the price of magic? 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leoh closed his eyes and listened to the distant sounds of the river. The roaring waves a fading memory as they rode north through the village. The locals cursed them with every step, reminding them of how valuable the raft was to their community. Leoh felt ashamed. His head pounded, arms hung loose at his sides, and his blistered hands throbbed as he gripped the reins of his horse. A silence shrouded the group like a wet blanket, eyes focused on Leoh as if waiting for an explanation. 
 
    Lokkur brought his horse next to Leoh’s. The old mage grabbed the reins in case he fell from exhaustion. “Your father would be proud.” 
 
    Leoh gazed at the mage, struggling to keep his eyelids from closing. There was no time for rest until they reached the forest. 
 
    “Really? I almost killed everyone.” The guilt came later, after he had a moment to register what happened.  
 
    “It seems to me you follow the same path as Alvinar and the other mages. I’m sorry, Leoh, it is a great burden on any one you love.” 
 
    “Does this mean I’ll end up like you, Lokkur. Lonely and bitter?” Leoh regretted the words as soon as he said them. It was not the mage’s fault. 
 
    “Unless there is a way to defeat the demons, we will continue to protect the Necromanex as Palias instructed. In this task, we are alone. The bitter loneliness will come the day your family dies. Nothing prepares you for it. I hope there is no one else you love.” 
 
    “Charlotte. Her name is Charlotte.” 
 
    “I see,” said Lokkur, lowering his head. “Your father knew the dangers of starting a family long before he met your mother. She was a one of a kind, Leoh. Your father told me that a lifetime with her was worth a hundred in solitude.” 
 
    “I never knew my mother. She died when I was young. My father struggled with her death. It still pains him to this day.” 
 
    Lokkur laid his hand on Leoh’s shoulder. “Your mother is most likely lost to the Bridge of Lies, Leoh. Unless she learnt the passages of the Necromanex in time. I’m sorry you’ll never see her again, unless you succumb to fire and dust. A strong woman like Aurolia may have made it passed the demons, we cannot be sure. Do not get your hopes up of seeing her in Eternal Peace. I live in hope my own family made it across, otherwise all hope is lost and the taint in my heart will consume me. Dark days ahead friend, dark days ahead.” 
 
    A tear rolled down Leoh’s cheek and landed on his hand. Dark days ahead? He didn't think his day could get any darker. “We fight so families of the future will never have to understand this pain, I accept that. I’ll help you overcome the demons with all my strength, but I’m scared out of my mind.” 
 
    “We are all scared, Leoh. We are all scared. There are only three things which terrify me; magic, death, and women. As you know I was married once. I carry the weight of all three in my heart every day.”  
 
    Leoh smiled at that. “How long do I feel this tired?” 
 
    “The fatigue should pass quite quickly, although you channelled a vast amount of energy for one who isn’t trained. The medallion you wear is a conduit through which your energy flows. If you did not have the medallion, the energy would remain dormant within you. I do not know why your father did not take it with him. He must have obtained a second.” 
 
    “If my father knew I carried this ability, why did he not tell me?” 
 
    “It may be he did not know. It was not until I was found by the mages and they put the medallion around my neck that I felt the energy for the first time. You need to rest for today. All these questions can wait until you have the strength to comprehend the significance of what you have become.” 
 
    As the village became a memory, fields of wild flowers burst into view. Beautiful shades of red, purple, and blue dotted the rolling hills to the east, a cottage hugged the shoreline of a lake to the west, and a man fished from a small pier. The dense pine forest to the north looked frightening in comparison. Flashes of brown streaked a dark green army of sentinel trees. From there, the mountains rose towards the sky, while jagged outcrops and scree slopes rushed down to meet the forest. A mass of clouds rolled behind them as they climbed. In an hour, a torrent of rain and thunder lashed upon the weary travellers. As the weather turned for the worse, the horses slipped on the muddy path. Daelin scratched his chin and sucked in his cheeks as the horses struggled in the slick clay sludge.  
 
    Leoh pulled his father’s blue-waxed jacket tight around him to avoid the worst of the rain. Only those with urgent matters were mad enough to brave this weather. With Daelin leading the way, they rode hard until the forest enveloped them. They stopped along the edge of a gully to let the horses have a break. An uprooted tree lay nearby and provided a dry spot to sit and rest out of the rain.  
 
    Daelin and Juliette peered at him with narrowed eyes and whispered in each other’s ears.  
 
    “Is your power the reason Vladnar is after you?” said Daelin.  
 
    Leoh closed his eyes and thought of home. “I’ve no idea, Daelin. Please, give me time to rest.”  
 
    Water dripped from the assassin’s nose. “We need answers from you right now. This changes everything,” said Daelin.  
 
    “Not entirely, Daelin,” said Lokkur. “It seems his talent was not realised until today. Vladnar would have no indication Leoh was a mage. I do not believe the power carries through the bloodline. It may be coincidence his father also has the ability. Not even Palias knew why he was chosen to return to this earth, but as more mages emerged, we came to understand our need to destroy the demons. With Palias missing, our knowledge dwindles. Some call it a curse, but perhaps Heraldaz chose us to find a way,” said Lokkur. 
 
    Daelin rubbed the stubble on his cheek. “It seems you’re not just a humble merchant after all. Just make sure you learn to control it and don’t get us killed.”   
 
    Leoh looked to Lokkur for reassurance. There was every chance it would happen again.  
 
    “I’ll help you control the energy, Leoh. It is not easy, and it will take years to master. The energy manifests itself in many ways, drawing on the elements of fire, earth, and water. The symbols you have around your neck represent each element. They are the three main elements of all worlds. I warn you, it is rare for a mage to call upon this energy. As you allow the medallion to channel it, it draws out the memories from your mind to replace the energy spent in creating magic. It is why you should only channel when it is necessary, unless you want to forget about your past. The real danger is you forget how to pass the demons at the Bridge of Song. By forgetting the route, you risk eternity on the Bridge of Lies, where there is no return. Once the fire has you, there is no coming back.” 
 
    Leoh shivered, and he did not think it was from the cold and rain. He needed time to adjust to this new reality. He lay against an old tree root and rested his head. Light reflected off water droplets on the edges of the leaves, and a group of worms rose out of the ground next to him. His surroundings calmed him, and he breathed a deep sigh. The words made him think of Charlotte. Whatever happened to him, he vowed he would be with her regardless of his calling, just as his father laid by his mother’s side in her final moments.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Leoh,” said Daelin. “I cannot imagine what you’re going through, but sometimes I wish I could forget my bloody past. The faces of the innocents I killed haunt my dreams, and nothing will make that go away. To have the power to forget would sit well for an old assassin like me.” With his soaked brown cloak and matted hair, Daelin looked more like a drowned rat than an assassin. “Trust in steel, for it will never betray you the way magic does.” 
 
    “But it has betrayed you,” said Leoh. “Steel denied you a chance to raise a family. It means you’ll always have one eye in the shadow and the other looking over your shoulder. What kind of life is that? One without love is no life at all.”  
 
    Daelin cracked him across the head with the back of his hand. “Steel will save your father. It has kept you alive these past few days. Taunt me again and steel will end your life.” 
 
    “Leave me alone, Daelin. I don't need your help. I’ll save my father myself if need be.” The assassin laughed and turned his back to the group.  
 
    He didn't understand love, how could he? When you love, it’s easy to understand that someone in the world awaits you, whether it’s in the middle of the desert or in some great city, and when two such people meet each other, and their eyes meet, the past and the future become unimportant. There is only that moment, and the incredible certainly you belong together. Heraldaz evokes love and creates a twin soul for every person in the world. Without such love, one’s dreams would have no meaning. Daelin serves a man who orders him to kill without question. That isn’t love, but fear of love.  
 
    Juliette sat alongside Leoh and a knowing smile crossed her lips. “My family is all I have in this world. I cannot imagine forgetting their faces.”  
 
    “Tell me about them, Juliette?” said Leoh, as he tried to take his mind off the pain in his head. She turned to face Daelin, and the old assassin gave her a nod. She pulled out a piece of paper and showed it to Leoh. It was a charcoal sketch of a man and a woman.  
 
    “Before I became part of the Vipers, I fought a real war,” said Juliette. “We conspired against the king to bring equality to the people. I was captured, tortured, and left to rot in the deepest cells of the city. One day, the leader of the Vipers appeared at my cell. He gave me a choice, die in this cell, or join the Vipers. The cost of joining was heavy. They declared me dead, and my family would never know I was alive. If my family saw me, they would be executed. Whether it’s the king or the Vipers, they don’t make idle threats.” 
 
    Daelin stood up, his gaze in the direction they travelled. He cocked his head to one side and glared at Juliette for what felt like an eternity. “You tried to kill the king, and you failed. What you got was a fair punishment in my eyes.”  
 
    “You know nothing of family,” said Juliette. “You were born into a world of chaos. Without vengeance for Wulfrid, what will you have? Nothing but darkness. Do not lecture me on duty when all I’ve ever done is for my family.”  
 
    Daelin unsheathed his blade and held it in both hands. He stared at it and bit his lip. “You’re right, Juliette. Darkness kept me alive in a world that gives nothing and takes all.” 
 
    Juliette walked away from the group and stood in the rain. The water bounced off her shoulders and formed pools in her feet. The air turned thick and humid.  
 
    “The death of my younger sister changed everything,” said Juliette. “The day she died, a part of me died as well. She was trampled in the street as a group of nobles raced each other on horseback. What they did to her body afterword I vowed never to share. No one was arrested, no one paid for their crimes. But I made them pay.” Her voice became manic, and her eyes widened. “Yes, I found out who they were and made sure they suffered in the same way she did. I vowed to make sure the nobles were brought down from their monstrous bridge and felt the suffering of the people in Elrancia.” 
 
    “Bloody untrained vigilantes,” said Daelin.  
 
    Juliette gave him the longest stare, and Leoh covered his eyes with his hand. He didn't think Daelin cared much for her story. In truth, it was another sad story to add to their list of woes. Peering through his fingers, Leoh muttered, “We need to control ourselves. Arguing will not help us rescue my father, find the Necromanex, or avenge your leader. We all have our own reasons for being here but let us make them work together. Show trust in one another and we might make it out of this alive.” 
 
    Lokkur laughed. “Well said, Leoh. Come, let us leave these thoughts where they lie,” said Lokkur as he walked to his horse and swung into the saddle.  
 
     “We need to make it further into the forest before nightfall,” said Daelin. The horses shuffled and panted with impatience. 
 
     The ride brought them further north and deep amongst the pine trees. Flakes of frost formed on the ground and crunched under the horses’ hooves. Leoh pulled the collar of his father’s jacket up around his neck to keep warm. He was certain they would die without a fire tonight. Daelin and Juliette rode separately, which Leoh was thankful for. 
 
    Daelin dismounted and walked towards a small clearing behind a thicket of bushes. “This is the place.” Leoh saw a circle of trees rise tall into the sky. There was just enough cover to prevent the worst of the weather. Small twigs and bark littered the ground, but it was soft and flat enough to sleep on.  
 
    They unpacked the saddlebags, and Leoh fed the horses before joining Juliette to collect firewood. Daelin said there was a fresh stream nearby, and so Lokkur wandered down to get water for boiling.  
 
    When Leoh returned, he found the mage sat against a tree trunk with his eyes closed. “Where is Daelin?” 
 
    “The castle is an hour’s ride away. He’s gone to scout its surroundings. Daelin seems to value information like a miner values gold,” said Lokkur.  
 
    It was a few hours before Daelin returned, and the flame from the fire was the only light. He stalked back into their camp, and the eerie silence made Leoh uncomfortable. He didn’t think he would ever get used to the company of assassins. 
 
    Daelin sat next to their fire and produced a small book from under his cloak. He studied it in close detail with Juliette, the two of them frowning at whatever was within the pages. They constantly bickered, and Leoh could see why. Juliette was impulsive, and Daelin was calculating.  
 
    “Why the book, Daelin?” asked Leoh. 
 
    Daelin turned to gaze deep into Leoh’s eyes. “Do you think us mere murderers? These notes will save the lives of many tomorrow, including yours. Do not mistake information as weakness, Leoh.” 
 
    Leoh rolled his eyes. What a stupid question. Lokkur fumbled with a new bottle of whiskey and offered some to Leoh. He put his hand up to refuse the offer.  
 
    “Trust me, laddie, there are times when a fine whiskey can soar through your veins and be more powerful than any magic inside you. It will help you relax.” Leoh accepted the bottle and drank deep. The fire of the alcohol burned slowly at first, but it soothed his throat and warmed up the parts of him that an open fire never could. He felt around his neck at the gouges from the rope. 
 
    “What did you find, Daelin?” said Lokkur. 
 
    “The castle is heavily fortified on all fronts. A battle is coming. There are wagons heading over the drawbridge, bringing all supplies inside. I’d say they are expecting a siege within the following days,” said Daelin. The lines around his eyes looked like dark chasms as he spoke.  
 
    “Fires within, Daelin. You kept that to yourself. We didn’t half pick a wrong time to steal the Necromanex,” said Juliette.  
 
    “We do not know who is preparing to attack,” said Daelin. “I’ve a feeling Vladnar may have spoken with the king and sowed the seeds of war.” 
 
    “Would Vladnar start an open war just to obtain the Necromanex?” said Leoh. 
 
    There was a pause before Daelin replied, his voice firm and hard. “It seems his war of shadows has run its course, and he must find other means to get what he wants. We need to break Leoh's father out in the next few days or risk getting caught up in a siege.” 
 
    “Lucian will send his ravens with a message to Vladnar,” said Lokkur. He must have confirmed our likely destination. Vladnar has the king’s ear, to the point he would act on any of his recommendations.”  
 
    Leoh scanned the worried faces before him. Deep lines appeared, and eyes shifted left and right.  
 
    “Once we get within sight of the castle,” said Daelin, “I want you two to stay hidden until we return. I think it will take us two days to gather all the information we can on his whereabouts, plant agents if need be, and formulate an escape route out of the castle. Once we have Leoh’s father, we will know the location of the Necromanex. Juliette will get your father to safety, and I’ll search for it alone within the castle. If his father believes it to be out with the castle walls, then I’ll return with them. After that, we wait for Lucian.”  
 
    “We have a deal then,” said Lokkur.  
 
    “Wait,” said Leoh. All eyes focussed on him. His heartbeat quickened, and his palms felt wet and clammy. “I want to come with you.”  
 
    A low rumble escaped Daelin’s lips, echoing deep into the forest. “You cannot join us, Leoh. I know you want to rescue your father, but the only way it will happen is if I and Juliette go alone. Why don’t you stay and read a book or something?”  
 
    Juliette threw her head back and laughed hysterically. “There is no point in rescuing your father if you end up dead.”  
 
    Leoh shook his head. “Fine, but do not think me useless. I am not a coward. I own a book store in the city. Because of me, somebody might learn something that will change their life for the better. There is honour in what I do. As far as I can tell you murder people in the night, stealing them away from those they love for gold.” 
 
    The words received deathly stares from the assassins before Lokkur quickly recovered things. “Nobody said you were a coward, laddie. What you survived is nothing short of miraculous. Chased by Lucian and priests to the ends of the earth, intimidated by Vladnar, coming to terms with the power within you. Stronger men would have died long ago, their corpses returning to the earth. You have proved yourself capable. Please, let Daelin and Juliette deliver your father and the Necromanex. The final battle is still to come.”  
 
     It pained Leoh to think he could not be the one to rescue his father, but he had to trust Daelin’s plan. He must hide with Lokkur until they returned.  
 
    Daelin held Leoh’s gaze. The assassin licked his lips and sucked his teeth. He paced back and forward as if in deep thought. “If you want to come, so be it. You think you can handle what is ahead, fine. I’ll not stop you. We will pace behind your body after we fling it onto a wagon. We will watch the white of your eyes as you writhe in pain from a dozen cuts. Join us in the circus of pain tomorrow if you must. We should all get a good rest tonight. There is a lot at stake,” said Daelin.  
 
    With those final words, Leoh made his way to his bedroll underneath a pine tree. He closed his eyes and allowed the exhaustion to overwhelm him, carrying him away into a deep sleep. He didn't think he would take Daelin up on his offer.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daelin kicked Leoh in the ribs. “Get up. We need to be moving.” He loomed above Leoh, holding a strip of cooked rabbit in one hand and a bloody knife in the other. It was a mouth-watering smell and Leoh was up in no time. He dug into the stringy meat and washed it down with cold, fresh water. He thought back to Elrancia and how different the water tasted. In the mountains, the water tasted sweeter, smelt fresher. He smacked his lips as he drank deep.  
 
    After breakfast, they walked the horses through the undergrowth and up a steep rocky hill. They climbed until Leoh thought his lungs would burst. At the top, they gazed upon a spectacular sight. They overlooked a valley crammed with pine and wide leafed trees. Autumn colours of browns, reds, and yellows mixed with the lush greens of pine needles. To the west, a waterfall cascaded from a rocky outcrop. Birds dove in and out of the rising mist from a small river below. Leoh’s eyes followed the river as it flowed into the valley, meandering its way to the east. The forest came alive as his eyes drank in its beauty. As the river flowed east, the valley rose to the north, where the mountains of Moray sparkled from their snow topped peaks, adding contrast to the lush forest below. Caravan's kicked up plumes of smoke as they wheeled towards a castle, high upon a barren cliff top that jutted from the landscape like a stone tower. The only access to the castle was over a wide stone bridge across the river. Vertical cliffs surrounded the rest of the walls, making it impossible to surround. Somewhere inside the walls was his father.  
 
    “It’s like a picture from a dream,” said Leoh. 
 
    Daelin laughed, low and grating like an old hag, “Dreams? Leave them for those that piss gold. Hollow promises you tell yourself to make your life bearable. This place will become a nightmare if we are not careful. This is where you’ll stay until we return. Do not leave here under any circumstances and try to keep your fire burning low. The hill should protect you from sight but do not rely on it. Anybody can wander a forest.”  
 
    Lokkur breathed heavy from the climb. “We understand, Daelin. This is a mission for your talents. We are grateful for your help. It will give me time to help Leoh understand his power.” The old mage fought for air in between his words. “But remember, do not come back without the Necromanex, it is imperative it is returned to me.”  
 
    Leoh described his father to Daelin as best he could remember him. He imagined he would look quite different now. When Daelin was satisfied with the description, he motioned to Juliette, and they walked towards the road with their tools and weapons.  
 
    “Daelin,” said Leoh. The assassin turned to stare at him with the eyes of someone on the edge of insanity. “If my father is beyond saving, please tell him I love him. Let him know I never felt betrayed when he left.” 
 
    Daelin nodded. “I’ll never know the bond you share with your father, but I’ve seen the strength it gives men on the battlefield as they fight to return to their families. If your father is alive, your love will be like a beacon to him, driving his heart back to your side once more.”  
 
    The two assassins slipped beyond the trees, and all was quiet.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daelin felt the bitter cold gnaw at his bones. He rubbed his hands to get his blood pumping, feeling the dull ache through his fingertips as the warmth returned. He tested his grip and his thumb felt stiff and frozen. It would be impossible to hold a sword the way his body was deteriorating. The facade he put up for his companions would crumble soon, bleeding the confidence they had in him to complete the mission. How long do you have left before you get yourself killed? Days? Weeks? The cold weather would play a part in his death, he was certain of it.  
 
    He hated the mountains. Big rocks that make it easy to get ambushed. They stick up where they are not wanted and hide enemies like a magician hides rabbits. Daelin swatted aside branches as they trudged through the forest. Frosted leaves crushed under his feet as he led Juliette through steep hills and thick bush towards the main road. In the distance, the shadow of the castle twisted and turned in the valley before it retreated to nothing by midday. They reached the road, searching left and right for any sign of soldiers.  
 
    The plan was to hitch a ride with one of the caravans and get through the gate, masquerading as farmers. If Lord Goldin was anxious to stock up on supplies, he might not question additional help. 
 
    Daelin studied the road. Wheel treads dug into the wet mud, and pooled water collected in potholes the size of small children. Thick pine trees lined the road, giving them good cover if needed. 
 
    An hour later, the squeaking wheels of a caravan rolled behind them. Daelin gave it a sideways glance as it rolled closer. The muffled sobs of women and children came from inside the green cloth. He stepped out in front of the horses, sending them into frenzy. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing, peasant?” said the driver. He wore a wide brimmed hat, the collar of his jacket pulled up tight against his neck. His beak of a nose hung over his mouth like a bird of prey. 
 
    “My wife is tired, cold, and hungry, sir,” said Daelin, taking care to slur his words. “Can you give us a ride to the castle? Storms coming.”  
 
    Another man stepped out from the back of the caravan. “What’s all this?” He was short and stocky, with short curly brown hair and mutton chop sideburns. His flat face resembled a talking shovel.  
 
    “This man says he wants a ride to the castle,” said the driver.  
 
    Daelin noted the swords at their hips. He prayed they kept them there, for their own sake. “Why don’t we take your pretty wife and leave you to walk. That’s a fair deal, is it not? What’s underneath the cloak, Missy?”  
 
    Daelin glanced at Juliette. She considered the men as if to say, ‘Come and try me.’ “Please, sir, I don’t think my legs will make it. Must be room in the wagon for both o’ us,” said Juliette.  
 
     Daelin tilted his head and studied the shadows within the wagon. “Where are you taking them?” 
 
    “Slaves, if you must know. Lord Goldin wants everyone put to work inside the castle. Heraldaz knows what for. A real pain driving out in this weather to fetch them from all over the district,” said the other man.  
 
    “I think we should bring them along, Harri. This guy looks like he might fetch a good price in the mines, and she wouldn’t look out of place in the lord’s kitchen,” said the driver. 
 
    With an agreeing nod, the two men made their way towards Daelin and Juliette, drawing their swords. The curly-haired man’s sword was far too big for him, and he struggled to get the full length of it out of the scabbard in one attempt. The temporary enslavement did not bother Daelin. He would accept it until they were inside the gate. Chains would not stop him escaping.  
 
    The driver produced a rope to bind their hands. “Now don’t try and do anything stupid.”  
 
    “Please, we don’t want to be slaves. Let us go,” said Juliette, raising her voice to a squeak. Daelin thought Juliette played the part perfectly. Perhaps too well. He allowed the driver to tie his hands, showing a little resistance for theatre. These men were complete amateurs with the knots they used. They did not even search them for weapons or coin.  
 
    When the curly-haired man stepped up to Juliette, he tied her hands and curled his lip into a devilish grin. “You know, we could do with a rest?” 
 
    The driver winked at him, “I think I know what you mean, Harri.” He led Daelin to the back of the wagon and tried to put him inside.  
 
    Daelin whispered in his ear. “If you touch her, she will kill you.” 
 
    The man recoiled for a moment, as if not expecting any fight from the pair. Daelin studied the man’s eyes and saw fear. “I think we should get moving, don’t you, Harri?” His voice was a little uncertain now. 
 
    “Nonsense. Let me just see what’s underneath this cloak, and if she’s worth getting my knees dirty for.”  
 
    Daelin closed his eyes and waited for the chaos to ensue. As the man felt inside Juliette’s cloak, she sent her head rocketing towards his. The force of the head butt knocked him to the ground. With her hands tied, she jumped on his back and strangled him with the rope. The driver hesitated, but when he went to raise his blade, Daelin grabbed it with his bound hands and sent his own head butt into the man’s temple, knocking him unconscious.  
 
    “Don’t kill him,” shouted Daelin, but Juliette drained every ounce of the man’s life. His limp body sagged helplessly into the mud. There was a time when Daelin would not think twice about killing these men. He frowned at the man at his feet and wondered when he changed. Two targets, two kills, but they were men with families, loved ones. Maybe it was the chill in his bones, seeping away his aggression as it did his warmth. When people don't stick with the plan they’re given, everything goes to shit. He hated Juliette for that.  
 
    Daelin dragged the unconscious man towards an opening in the woods. He used the rope to tie him to a tree, before blindfolding and gagging him. He wanted to keep him hidden, but it did not mean he needed to kill him. Wulfrid taught him violence must always be the last resort when collecting information. These men could have been used as agents if the silver was right.  
 
    Juliette dragged the other man’s body into a bush at the other side of the road. She moved around to inspect the caravan. “Daelin, you better see this?” She held open the back flap of the caravan and gave it a sideways glance. Daelin rushed to peer inside.  
 
    “It’s good to see you’re still alive,” said Bale, through chattering teeth. His clothes were soaked, and his giant body rocked the wagon as he shook. His beard was frozen, and tiny icicles fell to the ground as he spoke. “Well don’t just stand there, man, untie us?”  
 
    Daelin shook his head. The back of the caravan was a sorry sight. Bale and Loretto sat with a group of women, children, and old men. Their skin hugged their bones. Brittle bodies shivered underneath tattered clothes. Daelin moved with caution around the two men, never turning his back on them. He hesitated before untying their bindings. But their actions on the raft had saved their lives, there was no doubting it.  
 
    Juliette grinned. “How did you end up here? What happened to you?  
 
    Bale bellowed a laugh so loud the whole caravan shook. “Well you see, shit floats.” It prompted a disapproving shake of the head from Loretto.  
 
    “Once we stepped off the flaming pyre,” said Loretto, “we were consumed by the current. I held my breath for as long as I could until I surfaced around the bend. Bale’s axe dragged him down so I raced hard to reach him before he was swept away for all eternity. We managed to grab hold of a piece of driftwood before the rage of the river pulled us over the end of a great waterfall. The next thing I knew, I was unconscious, and when I came to, these men pulled us out of the river and bound our hands.” He stood up and bowed as if playing for an audience. “Therein lies the tale from our last meeting.” 
 
    “Trust a bard to make it sound so dramatic,” said Bale.  
 
    Even Daelin managed a smile, but he saw the terrified faces of the children and the women who had no idea who any of these men were. No doubt, some of them never knew anything but slavery.  
 
    Daelin had a plan, but he was not going to risk women and children to pull it off. The eyes of the children were wide with fear as Daelin stepped into the wagon. They may have heard Juliette murder their captor. His struggling last breath might haunt them forever.  
 
    As Daelin edged closer, they grabbed onto their mothers clothing and screamed. Daelin reached out a hand and undid the bindings. 
 
    One woman found enough courage to speak. “What do you want from us? We have nothing to offer you.” 
 
    “All I require, is that you get away from this place. I do not know you, and I do not care. You’re free now, and these men will not hurt you anymore,” said Daelin.  
 
    The tension within the caravan eased off. He couldn’t remember a time when he’d been a source of happiness. In the past, his whole life revolved around causing pain and misery to others. The woman looked at him with big brown eyes and a quivering lower lip that formed a great big smile. The sight overwhelmed him. He felt utterly embarrassed and sad at the revelation. He raced out of the caravan to breathe. Bale, Loretto, and Juliette stepped out of the caravan and left the women and children inside.  
 
    Juliette fluttered her eyes brows at Loretto. It seems she had eyes for him only. “Where will you go now?” 
 
    “Our course does not change. We are destined to arrive at the castle regardless of our little mishap. In fact, playing the fool slave turned out to be a stroke of luck to get us inside.” 
 
    Daelin narrowed his eyes. “My thoughts exactly,”  
 
    Juliette threw her hands in the air and scoffed, “Oh, sorry, guys, don’t mind me getting raped in the woods while we all play at slaves.” 
 
     Bale laughed. “I like this one.” 
 
    Loretto rubbed his smooth chin. He wagged his finger as if on the cusp of greatness. “Seeing as there are four of us, might I suggest we continue where we left off. Juliette and I can play the slaves, and the two of you are the drivers.” Daelin felt like an old beaten up hound next to him.  
 
    “An excellent plan, Loretto, you sly fox,” said Bale.  
 
    Daelin was beginning to like them. They worked to their own agendas, but the plan was a good one. He did not entirely trust them, but their own options were limited. Have I ever opened my trust to anyone before? Wulfrid and no other. Times are changing, and so I need to change with them. 
 
    “One of the men has a parchment with a seal on it,” said Loretto. “It allows them to legally transfer slaves across the district. You should search his corpse.” 
 
    Daelin checked the dead man’s clothes and found a piece of paper with the correct seal on it. His eyes were open, and the corpse peered at Daelin with a clouded grey tinge. It would just be another face to haunt his dreams. He returned to the caravan and motioned for the women and children to step outside. He could not risk taking them, and they would have to walk miles back along the path until the next caravan came along.  
 
    One of the women came over and stared into Daelin’s eyes for what felt like a lifetime. She was of an age with Daelin, and a child clung to her leg. She wore a simple dress that was once blue but was now a washed-out grey. Her filthy hair hung down her back, revealing a red and dry face. Everything about her spoke of a life of loss and defeat. The women gave Daelin a hug before whispering into his ear. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     The caravan slogged towards the castle at a snail’s pace. The mud causing the horses to work extra hard to pull their load. With the sun directly overhead, Daelin removed his hood to feel the warmth on his neck. The weather is unpredictable in the mountains, and his bones creaked with joy at a respite from the cold. Sometimes you have to savour the crumbs of comfort when you’re starving.  
 
    Daelin lied to Leoh. He knew the castle more intimately than he admitted. He shook his head at the memory. Burned by molten fire was no way to die. He remembered the screams of the soldiers as steaming buckets of it rolled over the walls. He stood and watched as men trudged through the flaming sludge to get away from the screams of their friends. The Elrancian army was surrounded on the bridge. They fought off a legion of Holden soldiers on one side and Lord Goldin’s own army from the castle. Some scars never heal. The mental ones stay with you while the physical ones wither with age.   
 
    Daelin sat in the driver’s seat next to Loretto. Bale and Juliette sat in the back as their prisoners. They passed through bustling guard posts and saw the drawn and gaunt faces of soldiers. People hurried ahead to get behind the castle walls. The guards seemed happy to accept they were slave drivers, only giving the parchment a glance to check for the appropriate signature. They pulled the flap back and saw Bale sleeping and Juliette pretending to look distressed. 
 
    Pregnant clouds rolled in from the south and the guards shifted their attention. They stopped searching wagons and let people through. If you ever want to infiltrate a castle, come when it rains. Guards care more about staying dry than searching people.  
 
    As they climbed higher up the mountain, the switchback roads levelled off until they found themselves on a high plateau. Ahead of them a guard tower raised out of the land like a protective sentinel, beyond that lay the wide bridge to the castle. A group of wagons sprawled at the entrance to the bridge, each one inspected for a final time. A regiment of guards went about some afternoon drills, the sergeant barking orders and shaking his head over the condition of a man’s spear.  
 
    Daelin scanned his eyes to the south, searching across the valley to see if he could spy Lokkur and Leoh. It was difficult to make out anything from this distance, and so he relaxed. What if it is just your old eyes playing tricks? You’re getting too old for playing the scout. 
 
    As he drove the horses towards the start of the bridge, he replayed the drama on the raft in his mind. The fire shocked him to the core. The mages he met were more like healers who used herbs and potions. He hoped the Necromanex was somewhere in this castle. Then he would face Lucian.  
 
    As they crossed the bridge, Daelin afforded a quick glance over the edge. The milky river rushed over jagged grey rocks. It glistened like stars in the afternoon sun. The valley cut away sharply as the bridge took them high over the river and to the other side. The jut of rock underneath the castle protruded from the land like a spear, and the steep rock face made it impossible to climb. The castle occupied the entire plateau on top of the rock. High parapets joined four corner towers with circular red tiled roofs. The tower in the northeast corner rose above the others to overlook the rest of the castle. Daelin knew the lord of the castle lived there, as well as the commanders of the garrison. But we are not in the game to make assumptions. Hard facts are what I need.  
 
    Memories of the battle flooded his mind. Ghosts of soldiers, drunk with fatigue and covered in burns walked beside him. Their faces stared up at him as if pleading for help. An ecstasy of fumbling and panic. They drowned in smoke and fire as arrows hid the sun. Daelin forced an opening with fifty soldiers and broke free, leaving the rest of the army to die on the bridge. He didn't even know what they were fighting for that day.  
 
    Loretto stared at him. “You didn’t mention why you need to access the castle in such haste?” said Loretto.  
 
    “You don’t need to know, just as we don’t need to know your intentions.” He did not want a conversation about the Necromanex or Leoh’s father.  
 
    “That may be the case, but why did you leave the boy and the mage behind?” 
 
    Daelin remembered the dead eyes of the slaver. “As you can see, we wanted to blend into the environment, and the mage and his bottle would attract attention.” 
 
    “A wise decision.” Loretto laughed. “So, your intentions proclaim an element of risk, such as ours?”  
 
    Daelin bit his lip. The bard was wise with his words. He would have to try to divert his attention. He nodded towards the castle, and it drew the bard’s gaze. “When we get inside the gate, where will you go?”  
 
    “Ah, so you’re interested in our plans?” 
 
    “Only to the point where you don’t get in our way.” 
 
    Loretto gave Daelin a childish grin. “If you must know, we have not thought that far ahead. As you can tell from Bale, he likes to live in the moment.” The man reminded him a lot of Azeri, and it made him miss his old friend. He hoped he could convince the other Vipers to call off their search for Daelin and Juliette. “As you were so kind to free us from those god-ugly slave traders, I guess I can let you in on our little secret.”  
 
    Daelin bit his lower lip. The gate loomed ahead like a beacon.  
 
    “The man who owns this castle has something very precious and rare. He built the castle just to protect it.”  
 
    Daelin’s heart raced. He tightened his grip on the reins and his knuckles turned white. If they were after the Necromanex…  
 
    “It’s called the Sword of Song, and it’s worth a fortune.” 
 
    Daelin breathed out a sigh of relief. Goldin was a well-known treasure hunter, and he would have many ancient artefacts within the castle. “What makes it so valuable?” asked Daelin. 
 
    “The source of the base material is a mystery. It is said to shine like a full moon on a frozen lake and can cut through steel, never dulling its edge. Such a weapon would fetch a high price don’t you think?”  
 
    Daelin scratched his head. The world was full of fake magical blades, but he never came across any to match his black blade in battle. “I hope you find what you’re looking for. Rest assured, our goals are different to yours. We will not stop you.” Daelin did not want to let the men know a siege was looming until he was certain himself.  
 
    At the final gate, the numbers of guards increased tenfold. Archers and crossbowmen lined the ramparts and professional soldiers stood at attention to take orders from their captain. Uniforms of red and green mixed with the yellow of the local guardsmen, and their armour and weapons shone as if freshly polished.  
 
    This was the closest he had ever come to the main gate. Not even close enough to land an arrow in the thick oak door. He thought of the poor bastards at the front of the line that day. Water could freeze to ice, melt to water, burn to air. The process is a never-ending cycle. When your skin melts, you’re fucked.  
 
    A guard accepted their papers and allowed them to move into the courtyard. Servants and guards rushed in and out of the doors like over-worked ants. Wagons lined up in a row next to the stables, and people unloaded their goods with haste. Two boys ran in front of the wagon, and Daelin pulled the reins tight, 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” one of the boys said before they scuttled away chasing an escaped chicken.  
 
    “Damn kids,” mumbled Daelin. He dismounted and led the horses to the other caravans. He went into the back to see Juliette and Bale, but the big man was fast asleep, snoring like a wild animal. 
 
    Loretto kicked the big man in the shin. “Wake up, you big oaf.” He woke up with his eyes wide and reached for his axe, but it was not there. They fastened it underneath the caravan.  
 
    “We are going to escort you until I know it’s safe,” said Daelin.  
 
    The group left the caravan behind and Daelin led them along the side of the castle wall. They reached a small wooden hut and he peered inside. There were sacks of grain and animal pelts, but no signs of any people. They untied their bindings in time to see a group of men enter with more sacks. Their backs were bent over, legs shaking from the strain. Most of them didn’t register Daelin standing there. They must have been at it for days since the piles stacked high to the ceiling.  
 
    “We wish you well. I have a feeling this won’t be the last time we see each other,” said Bale.  
 
    “He always has a feeling,” said Loretto.  
 
    “Good luck to you both,” said Daelin. Bale squeezed his hand in a crushing warriors grip. He winced but held the man’s stare. The two men scurried off towards the main keep and out of sight. 
 
    Daelin and Juliette moved outside and scanned their surroundings. The enormity of the task was not lost on Daelin. The chances of making it out alive were slim. “Juliette, meet me at the caravan in an hour. Gather intelligence on Leoh’s father. I’ll find us a way out of here.” 
 
    “You can trust me, Daelin. Let me handle this in my own way.” She pulled the hood of her cloak over her head and stalked towards the keep. If she killed anyone, they were doomed. But he could not go running after her without drawing suspicion.  
 
    Daelin noted the weaknesses of the castle, how many guards were present, their shift patterns, spaces to avoid detection during the day and night. He talked to many of the merchants and guards as he pretended to carry a sack of oats, claiming he was lost at every turn. The information he gathered was priceless. Satisfied, he walked back to the caravan, keeping low to the ground as a group of guards walked the walls above him. A disguise is more than the clothes on your back. A true disguise is the way you move. Anybody can don a fake beard or costume, but death awaits those who lack the confidence and belief to pull it off. His tool bag hung loose at his side, and he gave it a once over. Visiting the blacksmith in Elrancia was a wise decision. Lock picks, nails, caltrops, wire; all items of value to an assassin.  
 
    As he approached the caravan, Juliette stood waiting for him with her hands on her hips. “The dungeons are located just below the main keep, and its lightly guarded. Well, lighter than it was before anyway.”  
 
    “What do you mean lighter than before?” Daelin already knew the answer.  
 
    “Most of the guards are drafted into the main fighting force. There are a few frightened faces amongst them. They won’t hold the castle long if it comes under attack,” said Juliette. 
 
    “So, you didn't kill anyone?”  
 
    “Do you think that little of me” 
 
    “Enough nonsense, we must be quick.” They would act tonight if he was happy with the rest of Juliette’s report.  
 
    “Access to the keep is guaranteed. The guards are mercenaries, and a little coin was enough. He said he would be on watch `til morning.” 
 
    “With enough coin, a mercenary would abandon his own mother to Angarv,” said Daelin. “Can we trust this one?” 
 
    “I gave him enough silver to wine and whore his way into next year. We can trust him for now.”  
 
    “Before he decides to gain a conscience.” 
 
    Juliette smiled and licked her lips, her feet shifted in the dirt. “Once in the keep, the dungeon is located down a set of stairs. There are two guards standing watch at all times. The cells are rancid down there, and I’ve never seen a design like it. The cells are so small it is impossible to sit in them, and the prisoners are thrown down a grilled hatch. I heard their screams before I saw them.”  
 
    Daelin peeked his head around the side of the caravan, checking nobody came their way. “I fear for Leoh’s father’s sanity. A cell can warp the mind and destroy the body quicker than any war or disease. The guards are not letting anybody out of the city at night, so I fear we may have to wait until dawn. We need to break him out, find the Necromanex, and get out with the caravan when the gates first open. No mistakes, Juliette.” 
 
    She stared off into the distance. “I’m excited, Daelin. Are you?” 
 
    Her positivity radiated towards him, giving life to his old muscles and bones. “I’ll not rest until we fight Lucian. It is all the motivation I need.” The sun set beyond the wall, throwing shadows into the courtyard. Daelin felt the chill in his bones once more.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Juliette promised, the guard stepped aside to let them inside the keep. His knees shook when he saw Juliette, and he cowered out of her way. 
 
    “Good day to you, sir” said Juliette.  
 
    “No more, please” said the guard. 
 
    The stairway to the dungeons was just inside the door, and they slipped towards it. “What did you do to him?” said Daelin.  
 
    “I learnt a few things while serving at the king’s pleasure.” 
 
     Their faces blended in with the servants, merchants, and soldiers. Nobody questioned who they were. A man barked orders at a group of servants carrying bowls of steaming hot vegetables, directing them into the main hall. The smell caught Daelin off guard for a moment. When was the last time he had a decent meal? No time to think about stuffing your face, you have a job to do. Soldiers barged past them, carrying barrels of oil and torches. Time is running out. 
 
    The light from the keep flickered behind them as they glided down the stairway. Daelin descended with caution, the narrow and uneven steps beneath his feet were smooth and slippery. Juliette breathed behind him in short rasps. A slither of light grew ahead of him, and he followed it like a drowning man grabbing a rope.  
 
     Daelin breathed a sigh of relief as they reached the bottom of the stairwell and entered a dimly lit corridor. The feeling was short lived. Putrid smells of urine and decay tugged at his nostrils. The torches illuminated green, slimy walls that left a dark stain on his cloak. The whole place smelt rotten, and Daelin was uncertain if it was water or piss he waded through as they edged towards the end of the cramped corridor. With his boots soaked through, Daelin could feel the water gather around his feet, and every time he stepped forward, it gave a little sucking squelch. 
 
    A wooden door with a small open window marked the end of the corridor, allowing Daelin to peer inside the next room. Juliette made her way around to the door handle while Daelin peered through the window. 
 
    The room was circular, with an ugly rusty hatch across the stone floor. Individual trap doors opened to the cells below. Two guards occupied the room, one with his back to Daelin and his head in his hands, the other squatting over the hatch. The man with his back to him muttered incoherently.  
 
    “So, you see, in the end, we did that to your wife after we were finished with her,” said the guard above the hatch. There was a cry of anger from one of the cells, followed by a howl of sadness. The guard stood and walked to the man sitting at the table. He raised his head and shook it in slow arcs. 
 
    “Why do you bait these men with tales?” said the man sitting. 
 
    “It’s fun, don’t you think? Isn’t it our job to make these men’s lives as miserable as possible?”  
 
    “Here’s me thinking it’s our job to make sure they didn’t get out?” 
 
    “You try spending three years down in this dungeon and see what it does to your sense of humour, Ivan.”  
 
    Daelin reached into his tool bag and produced a small set of metal pins. It was hard to see what he was doing in the dim light. The cries of the man did a good job of muffling the thud of the bolt releasing.  
 
    Daelin put his mouth to Juliette's ear. “I’ll take the one sitting down, and you take the one standing.” With his heart pumping, Daelin tested the handle of the door. He rotated the knob slowly with delicate hands. The silence was incredible. A creak of the hinges plunged him back to reality, and he burst open the door, rushing the guards. His black blade rammed into the neck of the first guard, and Juliette’s shorter knives found their target in the other guard. The two men slumped and fell, prompting a cry from the cells as they landed face down on the grill.  
 
    Daelin grabbed the keys from the guard. The prisoners went wild, banging on the walls and rattling their chains. The noise of the prisoners made it hard to think. He checked every cell until he came across a man at the end. He was skeletal thin, with greasy long hair matted to a scarred face. He wore a grey, ripped shift and no shoes, feet black as night, but there was no mistaking the steel blue eyes Leoh described. This was Alvinar. 
 
    Daelin recoiled at the conditions of his cell. There was no room to sit, and he stood there with his head pressed against the wall, shoulders sagged and knees bowed. Daelin unlocked the trap door. 
 
    “Give me your hand,” said Daelin, straining to reach deep into the cell.  
 
    The man looked straight ahead, ignoring Daelin. Juliette dragged the bodies of the guards over and dropped them into another cell.  
 
    “Get out the cell, Alvinar. We don't have time for this,” said Daelin, but the man continued to ignore him. “Alvinar, we’ve brought your son, Leoh.”  
 
    Alvinar’s head shot up, his blue eyes shining in the torchlight. The thin crack of a smile showed broken teeth. Without a word, he reached out for Daelin’s hand, and the assassin dragged him out of his cell. The man’s arms were brittle. A gust of wind might blow him away.  
 
    “We have to leave now!” said Daelin, but the man pulled back.  
 
    He tugged the collar around his throat. It was a strange metal, smooth, and gave off a pulsing sound like a heartbeat. 
 
    When the man spoke, it sounded as if it was his first words in years. “We cannot leave without him,” said Alvinar. The voice was cracked and dehydrated, and his vocal chords visibly rattled in his neck.  
 
    “What do you mean? We only come for you.” 
 
    Alvinar dove into a fit of coughing. “Another man. He wears same…collar. Separated…we die.”  
 
    With time against them, Daelin found the cell holding the man with the identical collar. He wore a clean black robe and leather shoes. Long black hair swept behind his shoulders to reveal pale but smooth skin. Daelin gave him a queer look, straining his eyes in the low light. He carried a polished skull, holding it in his arms as he looked up at them.  
 
    “It’s your lucky day,” said Juliette.  
 
     The man bowed his head and stroked the skull. “Leave me be.” 
 
    “You need to come with us. We offer you freedom?” said Daelin. 
 
    “Freedom is for those who deserve it. I’ve failed humanity and deserve this cell.”  
 
    Daelin was in no mood for self-pity. “Get out the fucking cell, or everything we have worked for will be for nothing.” He grabbed the man by the back of his shirt and dragged him up the wall of the cell. The man was like a dead weight, showing no fight at all. Juliette reached down and helped drag him onto the top of the grill. He stood and brushed himself off, staring deep into Daelin’s eyes. He felt like he angered a god. A fear washed over him, and a chill made him shiver. All in your imagination, now move!  
 
    Daelin turned to Alvinar. “Time for introductions later. Where is the Necromanex? We don’t have much time before the gates open.”  
 
    “Goldin has it, I’m sure of it,” choked Alvinar. The man could hardly breathe let alone fight his way out of a castle. 
 
    Daelin rolled his eyes. “Where?” The man in the black robes gave him a sharp look.  
 
    “The top of the keep, with his treasures. You must find the key…to the collars. Our necks…burst…at distance,” said Alvinar. 
 
    “The Necromanex is my main concern, Alvinar, I’ll not get myself killed hunting for a key if I’ve the book in my hands. There is limited time to escape. Juliette, check the bodies for any signs of the key.”  
 
    After a moment, Juliette returned. “No sign of it here.”  
 
    Alvinar shook his head. “Goldin…always Goldin.” 
 
    The man in the black robe stepped up beside them, staring at Alvinar. “Don’t you remember me, Alvinar? Has the magic drained your memories completely? You forget the man who guided you?”  
 
    “Palias,” said Alvinar. He put his hands to his head and winced. “My mind... What are you doing here? A generation lost.” 
 
    “Lost in the wild, captured at my weakest. Find the Necromanex, but it is a false hope. The sword is our only chance to defeat the demons. I spent years in solitude working my magic into the metal, draining my sanity to hone the blade to defeat the demons. It left me weak, and Goldin captured me. He has the Necromanex and the sword. We must get them back.”  
 
    Daelin grabbed the two men and led them away from the cells. There was no time to waste. Up ahead, boots thudded on stone. Light from a torch flashed at the bottom of the stairwell to reveal multiple shadows.  
 
    “I thought you paid off the guard, Juliette? You doomed us all. You stay with the men, I’ll handle whatever comes our way.” 
 
    Juliette snarled at him, but he did not care. The corridor was not wide enough to swing a sword in, and he couldn't risk them being surrounded in the cell room. No choice but to do this the ugly and old-fashioned way.  
 
    “Cover all the torches, make the room as dark as possible” said Daelin. They moved quickly, extinguishing all light from the cell room. Only the light from the stairwell shone, like a fiery beast searching for prey. When the group put out the last light, Daelin moved into the corridor and shut the door behind him.  
 
    “What are you doing?” said Juliette.  
 
    “Keep them safe in there, I’ll handle this.” 
 
    “Insane old man, you need me.” 
 
    “Corridor’s too narrow for the two of us to fight.”  
 
    Juliette mumbled something, but he was too focussed on the dancing light to care. His heart pumped a furious beat. He flexed his fingers and winced, noting how little he could move his thumb. You’re going to die in this castle. A soldier in a green tunic stepped out from the stairwell, followed by six others in single file. Some carried short knives and others had torches. They moved without haste along the corridor towards the cell room. The light from the torch edged closer, reflecting off the ugly sheen of the piss water at his feet. Rotten black liquid dripped down the mossy walls from above. Boots waded through the grime and sent waves of black scum against Daelin’s shins.  
 
    “Why are you sitting in the darkness, Ivan?” said one of the guards. “Get the mage ready. We are taking him to Lord Goldin.” 
 
    Daelin burst into the light like a madman. It caught them by surprise, and he delivered a right hook to the first guard, sending him sprawling. The next guard tried to raise his hands, but Daelin followed through and shattered his jaw. He held the man by the back of the neck and kneed him in the gut, ducking a knife swipe in the process. As the knife came back to bite him in the neck, he tossed the second guard away and came up to block the attack, grabbing the guard’s hand and head butting him. He wrestled him to the ground and stabbed him three times in the eye. The shock of the attack faded as the remaining guards composed themselves. His knife came up to block a downward thrust. The guard’s blade followed through and deflected off his shoulder. The pain will come later. Time to kill. The guard was off balance, but he tried a backhand swipe that Daelin ducked and sent his own knife into the man’s armpit. The man wheezed, but his grip was strong enough to drag Daelin down into the muddy piss water. Once on the ground, all he could do was stab at anything that moved. He turned to see one of the guards roll around, clutching his face. Daelin’s knife stabbed at the man’s chest five times before the man’s cries ceased.  
 
    Daelin rolled to his knees in time to dodge the next attack. Fuck, how many guards are there? It’s too dark to see. He leapt to his feet and plunged his knife into the man’s groin, then once in the stomach, and once in the chest, before tossing him away. The attacks were relentless, and every muscle in his body groaned in protest. Two guards came at him now, and he launched himself at the one in front, slashing at the man’s neck and head. The guard jumped back and knocked into his mate, sending them both to the ground. Daelin was on the first like a rabid dog, killing without mercy. The other guard got to his feet, but not before Daelin grabbed the man around the neck and twisted. The noise of breaking bone cracked like a whip. 
 
     The last guard froze, just a boy it seemed. His legs shook, and his eyes were wide. He tried to turn and run, but Daelin knocked him to the ground and turned him over.  
 
    “Please, don't kill me,” the guard yelped.  
 
    “Too late,” said Daelin.  
 
    His knife protruded from the boy’s stomach. Daelin removed the knife and put the boy out of his misery. Young boys don’t deserve a slow death.  
 
    Daelin rolled onto his knees and felt the pain enter his body. The cut in his shoulder felt shallow, but the knife must have clipped his collarbone. Juliette, Alvinar, and Palias came out of the cell room and picked Daelin up. 
 
    “Crazy old fool” said Juliette.  
 
     Daelin wheezed. “Juliette will take you out of the city. I’ll see you once the Necromanex and sword are located. Describe it.”  
 
    Palias turned to him, resting his hands on his shoulder. A warmth rose from Daelin’s chest, seeming to work his muscles with unseen hands. He felt fresh, alive, and his mind relaxed into a deep serenity. “Simplicity is its true beauty, for the most powerful often come from humble beginnings.” 
 
    Daelin was in no mood for riddles, but he nodded and led the group out of the cells and into the keep. He held Alvinar by the shoulders, dragging him along the corridor. The man in the black robes said nothing as they moved towards the slither of sunlight at the door.  
 
    Juliette went ahead to see if the way was clear. She held up her hand to motion for them to stop. The guard changed in the time they were down here. 
 
    “Shit,” said Daelin. There would be no mistaking Alvinar’s tattered clothes. Daelin removed his cloak and put it around Alvinar’s shoulders. They walked slowly to the main entrance. 
 
    The guard moved his hand towards his sword. “What are you doing inside the keep?” The place was bustling with activity, far too busy to kill the man right here.  
 
    “We have a decree for transporting slaves to and from the castle,” said Daelin as he produced the parchment. 
 
    “This doesn’t allow you access to the keep. In fact, I don't recognise you at all.” Time was running out. Daelin racked his brain for a sweet enough lie but his mind went blank. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted movement, and saw the man in the black robe hold out his hand towards the guard. The guard considered him for a moment before his head slumped to one side.  
 
    “What in Heraldaz’s name was that?” said Juliette.  
 
    “Don’t worry about him. He will not walk the Bridge of Lies just yet,” said Palias.  
 
    There was no time to delay. Answers would come later. 
 
    They burst out of the door of the keep and into the morning light. Fresh air hit Daelin like a bucket of icy water. The sun was creeping up the walls of the castle and would shine into the courtyard soon. He needed to find the Necromanex, but it was too late.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the two assassins slipped into the trees, Leoh and Lokkur returned to the camp. Every passing minute was excruciating.  
 
    The mage brought out his whiskey and idly passed the time by drinking deep. He stumbled about the campsite as if the earth shifted around them. Leoh couldn’t stop him drinking. He knew fragments of his past, but he did not claim to understand it. It was beyond anything Leoh could imagine.  
 
    He looked at Lokkur, gazing into the red and bloodshot eyes of a troubled soul. “Lokkur,” said Leoh, “what do you know of Vladnar? Is he really a monster?” 
 
    Lokkur smiled and gazed into the bottle as if the answer was somewhere inside. “He’s a monster. In his mind, he thinks he’s saving all humanity. But he will stop at nothing to destroy all those he believes will taint Eternal Peace. His faith is misguided, but do not think he is weak. I met him once, years ago. He gave me the scar across my belly. A fool who wanted power above all else.” He laughed into the bottle. “He saw the Azzar as a threat to Heraldaz’s plans, mistaking the powers given to him as the literal voice of God. If only he knew we sought similar goals. We seek to restore the natural balance in the Afterworld while he seeks to purge those who do not believe in it. The world isn’t purely light or dark, Leoh. A balance must exist otherwise chaos is guaranteed. Even a world of love and joy would eventually succumb to madness. Angarv and Heraldaz represent this balance. They do not despise each other, for they understand the balance between the creator and the destroyer.”  
 
    A horse’s whinny brought Leoh back to reality. His horse shuffled its feet before chomping down on a patch of grass.  
 
    Lokkur laughed. “Do not worry, Leoh. When the final battle comes, we will stand on the same side in the face of Angarv.” He got up with the grace of a deer caught on the ice, before rolling to one side on his back. “I’m alright. Alright, I said.” 
 
    Leoh did not laugh. He helped Lokkur to his feet and gave him his water skin. When Lokkur thirsted for anything apart from whiskey, he would go through a whole water skin in no time at all. In seconds, the mage finished what little water they had left. 
 
     Leoh picked up the skins and made his way to the stream near the path. He tried to stay quiet by tiptoeing. The forest was wet, and the leaves failed to crunch. Branches and twigs were his enemy, and every crack set him on edge. 
 
    When he reached the stream, he opened the water skins and filled them. Out of the corner of his eye, a bird flew from its nest towards him, then another, then another, until a huge flock of birds flew over his head and out of the forest canopy. His eyes followed them until they were out of sight. The soft thud of horse’s hoofs replaced the sounds of the forest. Stricken with panic, he gathered up his half-full water skins and ran towards their camp. 
 
    The voices of men filled the road. He dove behind a tree trunk and crouched. His heart pounded as he fought the urge to look back. 
 
    The horses stopped in the middle of the road, the silence of the forest increasing his apprehension. 
 
    “Tracks, sir,” said one of the men.  
 
    “Are they of the caravans heading to the castle?” said another man.  
 
    “Fresh, sir. Leading up the hill,” said the first man, his squeaky voice rising higher.  
 
    Leoh felt sick. Daelin would have been too careful to leave tracks. He cursed himself for his stupidity.  
 
    “Our orders were to secure the area outside the castle. We better follow them and see who it is.”  
 
    Leoh forced himself to peek around the corner of the tree trunk. He saw four men in Elrancian soldier’s uniforms with furrowed brows and gleaming swords. What were Elrancian soldiers doing all the way out here? 
 
    “You two recruits go up and check where those tracks lead to. Let’s see if we can ween you off your mother’s tit, seeing as this is your first assignment,” said the captain.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the recruits.  
 
    Leoh’s legs were like anchors as he tried to move. The tracks would lead them right to him. If he could get back to Lokkur, perhaps they could run and hide with the mage’s help. With a deep breath, Leoh got to his feet and sprinted towards his camp. He caught the eye of a soldier and cursed. 
 
    “Bring him to me,” said the captain.  
 
    Leoh dropped the water skins and scrambled up the hill as fast as he could. Branches tore at his jacket and his feet tripped on the roots of trees. His legs burned from the incline, and his feet slipped on the mud and leaves. The soldiers made short work of the terrain. 
 
    Leoh grabbed a branch and hauled himself into the clearing. He burst into the camp with wide eyes and mouth dry. Lokkur read his face before he spoke. He ran over to his horse and untied his staff. It seemed to come to life as the sun shone upon it.  
 
    “There are soldiers right behind me,” said Leoh. He fumbled for the assassin's dagger on his belt, holding it in his shaking hands, slick with sweat. Juliette taught him a few things on the road, but he could not remember her words. Was this the price of magic? Or were you too busy staring into her eyes? 
 
    The two recruits burst into the clearing and came to a halt. They scrabbled for the swords at their belts. The captain followed right behind them. “They match the description, no doubt about it.” He wore a sabre at his side, and he drew it without a reply. 
 
    “I suggest we bring them to the general, captain. He will want to hand them over to the king,” said another man.  
 
    Lokkur stepped in front of Leoh. The smell of alcohol stronger than Leoh’s fear. Without a word, the men spread out and around Lokkur. The mage dropped into a stance, his staff swirling in the air as he readied himself for an attack.  
 
    One of the men ran at him with sword raised. The mage jabbed the man in the nose, crushing it. He dropped to one knee, and Lokkur brought the other end of the staff around to crash against his head.  
 
    The two recruits moved towards Leoh to avoid the mage. Lokkur saw their intentions and swung his staff over his head and down against the head of one of the recruits. The other one advanced on Leoh, and he knew he had to face him alone. Lokkur faced a fresh challenge from the captain, and they circled each other.  
 
    Leoh froze as the recruit edged towards him. His eyes were wide as he shuffled his feet towards Leoh. The boy’s sword came out of its scabbard awkwardly, and he held it in two shaking hands. Defend yourself. Think of your father and Charlotte. The invisible chain around Leoh’s feet unshackled, but he stepped back and fell amongst the saddlebags. The boy sensed his opportunity and drove a thrust towards Leoh’s chest. Leoh rolled away before it could land. He was on his feet in a second to close the distance. The boy tried a diagonal cut, but Leoh pushed it away with his own blade and ran in to punch the boy in the face, sending him sprawling to the ground. With his momentum, Leoh jumped on top of the boy with his knife held high.  
 
    He needed to kill him. There is only your own survival, and it’s the only path to Charlotte. Tears welled in his eyes as he brought down the knife. The boy caught his wrist, but not before it severed his thumb. Blood poured from the wound as Leoh used his weight to drive the knife down. The boy didn’t seem to notice the blood, his life in the balance. Fear and anxiety marked the boy’s face as the blade closed in. Leoh was haunted by the same fear every time he looked in a mirror. A scared boy who did not deserve his fate. He was someone’s son, father, or friend. Why did it have to end this way? As the tip of the blade touched his chest, the boy cried out. “Wait, wait, mother!” 
 
    “Shhhhhhh,” Leoh said as the knife penetrated the boy’s chest and punctured his heart.  
 
    For a moment, Leoh watched as the life from the boy’s eyes faded. He was only following orders. There was no animosity between the two of them, no vengeance. They were simply two boys caught up in a great game. He pulled the knife from the boy’s chest, staring at the thick red drips as they fell from the blade.  
 
    A cry of pain brought Leoh out of his trance. Lokkur battled hard. The captain lay curled on the ground, clutching his jaw and screaming in pain. Lokkur now faced a new threat. The mage glanced at Leoh and smiled.  
 
    As Lokkur raced forward, he knocked the sword out of the soldier’s hand, and his staff connected with the man’s arm. Lokkur swung the staff high and connected with the man’s temple. The crack might travel as far as the castle.  
 
    The two men stood over the bodies of the soldiers. Apart from the other recruit, all were dead. They dragged him over to a tree and bound his hands. It was unclear if he would survive the wound to the head.  
 
    Leoh breathed deep, recalling the sound his knife made as it squeezed its way through the boy’s breastbone. Leoh would never be the same again. Did this act make him evil? People are products of their environment, and we each have capacity for evil, but if Leoh never left the book shop and journeyed with assassins, would he be evil? Was his father evil for keeping him inside all the time? His mind spun as a million thoughts sought his attention. 
 
    Lokkur dragged the dead to the side of their camp. “You did well, Leoh. Help me hide these bodies.”  
 
    “I didn’t want to kill anybody.”  
 
    “Your first life is the hardest, Leoh, trust me.”  
 
    Lokkur offered him his whiskey. Leoh accepted the bottle and drank its contents deep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The crackling of the fire did nothing to help Leoh’s nerves. Lokkur taught him how to control his energy and what he could achieve. The memory of the fight was still raw in his mind, and he struggled to concentrate.  
 
    “I don’t want you to channel anything, Leoh, not until I know you understand the consequences. The risk of memory loss is greater when you’re un-trained so you’ll have to listen carefully. Put the fight out of your mind, it will only cloud it.” 
 
    Leoh nodded. He stood at the edge of the fire, feeling the warmth against his bare arms. Dried blood dotted his hands, giving them a demonic look in the orange glow. Smoke filled his nostrils, but he tried to relax, imagining he was home with Charlotte, watching the sunset beyond the docks. He remembered the moment he met her, sitting in the last seat in the theatre and barging his way through because he was late. He slumped down next to her and she smiled while everyone else frowned. He remembered the way the light caressed her face. She flicked her hair and sweet fragrances floated towards him, hooking him forever. He remembered everything. The way her eyes kept darting to him when she thought he wasn't looking. A single drop of sweat as it trickled down her face, rolled down her cheek, under her chin, and down her chest. I don’t care if I forget everything, but that bead of sweat is more precious than any jewel. 
 
    Lokkur’s coughing brought Leoh out of his day dream. “We can control three elements: fire, earth and water. I don’t claim to understand the full depths of the power. Palias taught the early mages before he disappeared. We have been fumbling in the darkness since then. You will feel something radiate inside you like a second heart.” Lokkur used his fist to beat against his chest. “But where your heart pumps blood around your body, this pumps energy. It will feel strange for a long time, and without the medallion, you will be powerless,” said Lokkur.  
 
    “How did I produce the fire?” Leoh asked.  
 
    “At the end of the palms of your hands is a cross way, where your blood and energy meet. It is the fuel which feeds the element you desire. If you think of fire, you produce fire, think of water and you produce water. Earth is a more complicated magic to control but can be learned over time. It allows you to manipulate the earth around you by controlling the flow of air. The consequences are greater as it requires more energy,” said Lokkur.  
 
    Leoh felt the energy course within him. The medallion magnified the feeling. It stirred within him like a chained beast, willing Leoh to unleash it. He needed to learn from the master, but Lokkur admitted his own past was full of dark and bloody holes. Leoh cherished his memories too much to let them be devoured.  
 
    “What you produced on the raft was close to the limits of our power,” said Lokkur. “We do not use magic for much more than you produced. It is enough to send a ball of flame but do not expect to raise an inferno. When I saved you at the cliff edge, my energy depleted. I feared if you dropped another ten paces, I wouldn’t have had the strength to protect you. I sacrificed my knowledge of the Necromanex to save you, Leoh. When you told me you did not have the book, my heart sank knowing that with one more death, I would succumb to the Bridge of Lies. It is imperative I find it soon, to learn the path once again.” 
 
    “When we were on the raft, all I could think about was the Bridge of Lies. I thought about the fire consuming everyone I love. I wanted to see Vladnar there, consumed by flame,” said Leoh. 
 
    “I see,” said Lokkur. There was a pause before he spoke again. “A mage has the ability to change the world, Leoh. Those of us who value our past lives struggle to commit to the power, but there are some who have forsaken their memories to explore their own potential. They forget our purpose and gamble their souls. I preferred to study weapons, which requires no memory loss.”  
 
    It was difficult for Leoh to comprehend the mindset of Lokkur and the other mages. It was a different world to the one he knew, and it would take time to adjust.  
 
    “Once we find the Necromanex,” said Lokkur. “You can come with me to the mountains of Moray. I can train you, and we can protect the book while we find the Sword of Song.”  
 
    Leoh nodded, but he was not sure he could go with the mage. His life in Elrancia would be a forgotten memory. Leoh closed his eyes and thought of Charlotte. His fondest memory was the day they sailed to an island off the coast of Elrancia. It was the first time in his life that the bridge of Elrancia did not dominate the skyline. She was quite the sailor. When they landed on the island, they made their way to an isolated beach and laid out a picnic in the sun. It was a perfect day. Now there was a possibility the memory would be lost in exchange for unwanted power.  
 
    Leoh wanted to see the castle from the top of the hill. He stayed low to the ground and moved to the edge of the cliff. At this time of night, the forest seemed so peaceful and quiet. Fires burned from within the castle wall, sending plumes of smoke into the night sky. It seemed strange that there were so many people up at this hour. He hoped the assassins had found his father and were on their way back. 
 
    His eyes scanned along the bridge, all was quiet. The moon broke from behind a cloud, sending pale light into the cold, peaceful landscape. In the distance to the west, he saw shapes move along a cliff edge close to the bridge. A group of men were building something, but Leoh couldn’t make out what. The moon went behind the clouds and the valley descended into darkness, obscuring the view. He found it strange that men would be working at this time of night. After a few moments, the moon returned, and the scene unfolded once again. Horses pulled boulders next to a tall wooden structure. It was enough to warn Lokkur. 
 
    When he got back to the camp, the mage was staring deep into the fire. The sadness returned to his face, and he held the bottle of whiskey in shaking hands. Poor bastard. 
 
    “I’ve seen many men lose their mind to drink, Lokkur. You may drink to forget the memories of dying, but it will pull you closer to it,” said Leoh.  
 
    “Perhaps, Leoh,” said Lokkur.  
 
    Leoh sighed and sat next to Lokkur. The mage looked all of his years tonight, reagrdless of his long white hair and beard.  
 
    “There is something happening across from the castle, construction of some sort,” said Leoh. 
 
    “At this hour? Show me?” said Lokkur.  
 
    The two men returned to the cliff edge and peered across at the cliff ahead. The moon shone bright, and the outlines of men became clear as day.  
 
    Lokkur turned to face Leoh, eyes wide. “It is a weapon!” 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daelin put his hand flat against the horizon, counting how many fingers were in between the sun and the top of the wall. Two fingers equalled one hour. He cursed and ran down the steps of the rampart. This gave Daelin an hour to find the Necromanex, the sword, and the keys to the men’s collars. Fortune favours the brave, Wulfrid used to say.  
 
    Daelin stuck to the shadows and moved towards the northwest tower. Soldiers ran past him, sweat gleaming on their brows, the clang of loose-fitting armour echoed off the walls. Daelin kept his eyes down as the men passed. He needed a disguise. 
 
    At the far end of the courtyard, a guard stabbed a finger into the chest of a merchant. Excellent, an angry guard was likely to make a mistake. Daelin glided towards the pair and bumped into the guard’s shoulder.  
 
    “Watch where you’re going, man,” said the guard. He was the same build as Daelin, but with soft cheeks and narrow eyes. His red and green tunic would fit Daelin well, even if it was a little clean for his liking.  
 
    “I apologise, sir. You see, I’m in a hurry to pick up a chest of gold and deliver it to the lord’s master of coin,” said Daelin, pointing to a wagon beyond the guard.  
 
    The guard stroked his smooth chin. “A chest of gold, you say? Let me help you?” 
 
    Daelin smiled. The man’s greed did not even need encouraging. He led the man behind one of the caravans. 
 
    “Where is the chest of gold?” 
 
    “Right over there, beneath the wagon.”  
 
    The man leaned forward for a closer inspection, squinting to see in the shadowy murk behind the wheels. “I don't see anything?” The butt of Daelin’s knife crashed down and caught the man in the back of the head, sending him face down into the mud. He put on the guard’s clothes, hiding his own under the wagon.  
 
    Daelin squinted at the sun. Its rays shone onto the top of the towers, forcing the guards to shield their eyes. He raced for the parapet and lunged up the stairs. There was an intensity about the soldiers. It was not a good sign of things to come. Once Daelin reached the parapet, he slowed to walk amongst the other soldiers, nodding and saluting where necessary, depending on each person’s rank. Nobody asked questions as he reached the base of Lord Goldin’s tower of treasures. It was three hundred paces to the top and a vertical climb. His muscles ached as he moved to the edge of the parapet and gazed across the valley below. 
 
    “What are you doing back there?” said a voice from behind him. 
 
    Daelin cringed and reached for one of his knives. He did not have time to talk this one down. He judged the sound of his footsteps, calculating the distance between them. Daelin did not turn but saw the man’s shadow creep in front of him. The shadow grabbed him by the shoulder, but he spun and drove the knife up through the man’s chin and into his skull. He dragged the man to the edge of the parapet with his knife through his chin and dumped him over the wall. He fell for an eternity into the dark valley below.  
 
    Daelin turned to face the tower. He swung his tool bag around and removed the bag of heavy nails courtesy of the blacksmith. He climbed onto the wall and inserted one of the long nails in between the weathered rock. It was loose but penetrated enough into the wall that it would hold his weight. He took a deep breath and put his weight on it. The nail held. Daelin searched for another hole and placed a nail in it. He continued this until he was halfway around the back of the tower and out of sight from anyone on the parapet. 
 
    It was a slow process climbing this way. The muscles in his forearms ripped and burned as he climbed higher. His legs felt heavy and dull as they bore the brunt of his weight. The toes on his right foot felt numb, and the sensation spread to the rest of his foot. The wind whipped around him and tried to pull him off the wall, but he held on tight.  
 
    With the top of the tower just a few handholds away, he rummaged within his tool bag. There was only one nail left. Poor planning equals piss poor performance. Daelin scanned the wall. There was a hole above his head, but it was difficult to reach. He stretched his arms and held his breath. Daelin shifted his balance and wrapped his left leg tight against the wall, praying his foot caught something solid. He leaned over, and disaster struck. The hold was brittle, and he could feel his balance tipping dangerously to one side. A stab of pain raked through his gut. With one last burst of energy, he propelled himself up and across the wall, ramming the nail into a crack in the tower. The nail held, but only just. It tipped dangerously down towards him. With his arms crying out for a reprieve, Daelin found a hold for his right foot. If I could free up my hand, I could reach the ledge of the window. With his energy spent, and his will wavering, Daelin took one last gamble to reach the top. He pulled his right hand away and reached as high as he could, fingertips grabbing the bottom of the ledge. He breathed, relaxing his racing heart. With his body in all sorts of trouble, he let his left arm hang, using his right leg and arm to pull and push his way to the top. Both hands were now on the ledge, but he lacked the energy to make the last climb. Thoughts of Wulfrid came to him, the family he never knew and the one he may never have. I won’t let you down. His fingers bled as he tensed his hands, gritted his teeth, and dragged himself onto the ledge. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daelin lay on the window ledge, gasping for air. His breath stuttered in short bursts like a dying old man. He laughed at his battered hands and thanked them for not giving up on him. Age was his enemy, but he had beaten it back with courage and determination.  
 
    He peered inside the window of the lord’s chamber. It was a crescent-shaped room, with a four-poster bed, and striped animal skins laid across the floor. A small, exotic bird of many colours pecked at something in a hanging cage. There were two doors. One was a wooden double door with a solid looking lock, the other was narrow, and led to the main staircase. Light poured in from the window and sent a narrow yellow beam to land on a table laden with maps and charts.  
 
    The room was empty, so he slipped inside. His eyes darted, searching the room for anything resembling the book, the sword, or the keys to the collars. Not a bloody sign. If that fucker lied to me, I’ll kill him in front of Leoh’s eyes. Daelin stepped up to the double door and peered through a small gap at the hinge. 
 
    What he saw astounded him. A series of glass cases flanked a long red carpet. Each case was held in the arms of human stone sculptures. Breaking in was the only option. Daelin removed his lock pick and set to work on the door. Sweat ran from his hands as he fiddled with the tiny pins. With the prize nearby, he found his mind wandering to Wulfrid and thoughts of revenge. The sweat dripped into the raw wounds on his hands and the salt stung like Angarv himself. With a soft click, and a loud thud, the lock opened.  
 
    Daelin barged the door open, sending dust and splintered wood into the air. The room smelt of rust, and it left a metallic taste in Daelin’s mouth. His eyes went wide when he saw the ancient weapons, jewels, and alien contraptions inside the cases. One case held a sphere of dull bronze, shrouded in blue mist. Another case housed a necklace of strange bones. A green sword as big as a man sparkled as if made from emerald. The collection seemed so vast and varied, he could spend all day uncovering each item and delving into the histories behind them. 
 
    Out of all the gold and jewel encrusted items before him, one stood out because of its simplicity. It was a small, open book on a round table. Daelin recognised the three interlocking symbols of fire, earth, and water. He reached out to feel the brittle, ancient paper. This is what we are fighting for? This is why Wulfrid died? It seemed such an insignificant thing that it hardly seemed worth keeping. The book was tattered, and pages hung loose from the spine. He hoped those pages did not hold the most important answers. All this suffering for something so small. I’m coming for you, Lucian. It’s time to feel my blade rip through your black heart.   
 
    He picked up the book and placed it within his tool bag. When Daelin turned around his eyes went wide. Standing in front of him was a tower of a man dressed in full-plated steel armour. He carried a sword big enough to chop Daelin in two. He was easily two heads taller than Daelin, and twice as wide. His visor was up, and Daelin peered into the dark eyes inside.  
 
    “I can’t allow you to take it, thief,” said the man. In a room this size, the brute would have every opportunity to swing his sword around. His voice was commanding and unwavering.  
 
    “I did not ask permission. I’m taking it.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about the items in this room and what they represent? If you’re too ignorant of their true nature, you’re not worthy of my wisdom. I’m Lord Goldin, and you’ve defiled my home. If it wasn’t for an army at my gates, I’d throw you into the dungeons. Now I must deal with you and hope there is enough time to clean my sword before breakfast.” 
 
    Something caught Daelin’s eye for a moment; a key around the man’s neck. It reflected the same white shade as the collar around Alvinar’s neck. 
 
    Lord Goldin raised his sword and rushed forward like a bull. The sword arced down towards Daelin’s head, but he rolled to one side. It shattered a table into a hundred pieces. The giant was agile for his size, and he swung the blade in a horizontal swipe towards Daelin’s middle. He jumped back, avoiding disembowelment. Daelin rolled around the room, avoiding crushing blows, but he failed to mount an attack of his own. Lord Goldin breathed heavy. Now was Daelin’s chance.  
 
    After Lord Goldin tried a thrust at Daelin’s chest, he sidestepped and rushed forward, slashing across the man’s belly. His armour absorbed most of the blow. Lord Goldin tried to take Daelin’s head off, but he ducked the blow and caught him in the ribs between his plates of armour. The lord groaned, and Daelin smiled. The key jangled around the giant’s neck and Daelin grabbed it as he rushed behind him. The point of an elbow caught him on the back of the head, sending him flying into a glass case. Shards of glass sliced his back, and blood soaked through his clothes. His hands reached across the glass to find his sword, but it wasn’t there. Lord Goldin readied for another attack, bringing his sword high above his head while screaming. Daelin’s hand caught something smooth and metal as he raked through the sharp glass. He tore his eyes off Lord Goldin for a moment to see a blade of shining metal, smooth as a lake in summer. The blade and the shaft wound together from the same piece of metal. As the sword of his attacker rained down towards him, he swung the blade to block it. As the blades collided, the scream of ringing metal tore into his eardrums. His head pounded, and his heart felt like it would explode. His hands shook violently from the vibration. He was alive. How was it possible? Lord Goldin held his hands to his ears, screaming in pain. The giant stumbled backwards, clutching his shattered sword. The Sword of Song? 
 
    “Why don’t you swing your toothpick at someone your own size?” said a voice at the door. Lord Goldin faced the two men at the door. “You get out of here, Daelin. We have a long history to settle with this man, and a sharp axe to do it with,” said Bale. 
 
    Daelin was on his feet now. He saw the key on the floor next to him and picked it up. It was time to leave. 
 
    Bale stepped forward with his huge axe ready, and Daelin stepped past them. Loretto grabbed Daelin and muttered in his ear. “If we make it out of this alive, we’ll meet you at your camp. Take the sword to safety,” said Loretto.  
 
    “Agreed,” said Daelin. 
 
    Bale roared a war cry and charged.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rays of sunlight crept onto the courtyard. Damned if I came all this way just to fail. The wind raced up the wall of the tower, whipping dust into Daelin’s eyes as he readied himself for the descent.  
 
    He tore a strip off his shirt and wrapped it around his hands. The cloth became a sodden red mess, but it would protect his skin. He lowered himself out of the window and onto the climbing nails. It took all Daelin’s skill and balance, but after a short time, he lowered himself to the parapet.  
 
    When his feet touched solid ground, he moved along the wall and peered into the courtyard. Soldiers lined up on the south wall, pointing at something in the distance. A soldier approached him, and Daelin held his breath. He eyed Daelin and shook his head, noting the tattered remains of his uniform.  
 
    “Get your ass over to the gate, lieutenant. If I find out you were sleeping, I’ll gut you myself.” 
 
    With a crisp salute, Daelin replied, “Yes, sir. Right away, sir.” The solider ran on, barking orders at a group of guards scrambling for weapons. 
 
    Juliette sat on top of the caravan, her hands on the reins. He burst out laughing and placed his hands on the wall. Why am I laughing? He was so exhausted, hungry, his body failing, and now he was losing his mind.  
 
    He ran down the steps and into the courtyard. Juliette reached for a knife when she saw the guard’s uniform, but when she saw his face, she smiled. “Did you find the Necromanex?”  
 
    “I have it, but there is no time to explain. We need to leave this tomb right now.” He jumped into the driver’s seat and opened the canvas flap. The caravan was empty. Panic washed over him, sending a stabbing pain to his guts.  
 
    “Where are they?” said Daelin. 
 
    “They created too much attention. We don’t need them, Daelin. We have the Necromanex. Let’s just get out of here while we still can.” 
 
    “No, we leave together. Once I would’ve abandoned these men, but not anymore. I won’t be remembered this way,” said Daelin.  
 
    “I don't know the key to success, but I know the key to failure is trying to please everybody. Let’s go,” said Juliette.  
 
    “Why did you allow this to happen? Which way did they go?”  
 
    “They went towards the stables. I’d hurry before they are recognised.” 
 
    Daelin could sense Juliette's eyes on the bag where he had put the Necromanex.  
 
    “Why don’t you give me the book, Daelin. I’ll protect it until you get back.” 
 
    Without a word, he handed her the bag with the book and the weapon. He promised Leoh he would save his father. He kept the key in his hand so he could unlock their collars.  
 
    “Wait here,” said Daelin as he rushed towards the stable. Men led horses inside, and the smell of manure was ripe. He saw Alvinar holding the other man by the shoulders and urging him to be quiet. Daelin grabbed them both by the neck. “Get back to the caravan. We have to leave the castle right now.”  
 
    “Did you find everything?” said Alvinar. His glistening eyes showed his pain.  
 
    Daelin nodded. “Grab Palias and let’s get out of here.”  
 
    Palias swung around and smiled at Daelin. “You are a wonder, young man. Perhaps all is not lost. With the sword, we can destroy the demons forever.” 
 
    They left the stable, but when Daelin rounded the corner, his stomach lurched. The wagon? His eyes scanned desperately for Juliette. She was gone. He cursed under his breath and racked his brain, trying to find a solution. Why did she leave? The Necromanex. He could only hope she was on her way back to Leoh and Lokkur with it right now. 
 
    From the top of the ramparts, soldiers shouted and pointed towards the south wall. As Daelin turned to Alvinar, a thunderous crash rocked the castle wall. A boulder sheared off the top of the rampart and sent a dozen men flying in all directions. The boulder landed in the courtyard and crushed a group of guards with a sickening crunch. A few of the guards crawled through the dust, choking and spitting. The whole castle shook, and broken bodies littered the ground. The eyes of a dead man stared at Daelin, glassy and lifeless. His tongue, slack, hung in the red mud.  
 
    The main gates creaked as they closed, sealing everybody inside like a tomb. Daelin smashed his hand against the closest wall in frustration. He was on the wrong side of everything today, the siege would kill them all. Another boulder shattered against the walls, and men screamed once more. A child tripped on a piece of rock and landed in the dirt. Two women picked her up as they darted towards the keep. Soldiers huddled together, and the guards ran around like headless chickens. 
 
    Daelin grabbed Alvinar by the arm and shook him. “Lokkur tells me you’re a mage. Can you fight?” 
 
    “With my fists, yes. I don’t have my medallion to channel energy. Did you find the key to unlock the collar?” 
 
    Daelin nodded and tried the key he found on Lord Goldin. It caught in the lock and refused to turn.  
 
    “What’s happening, is it the right key?” said Palias. 
 
    “Why don't you calm down, let me keep trying,” said Daelin, palms sweating. He twisted the key, forcing it with all his strength. With a jolt, the key turned. Daelin felt the blood rush to his face. He used the key in Palias’ collar and faced them. “We have to be through the gate and onto the bridge before the troops storm the castle.” 
 
    “We have to try. Leoh is out there, and I made a promise I’d see him again,” said Alvinar. 
 
    Daelin smiled and motioned for them to follow as he ran along the bottom of the keep and towards the gate. Daelin was certain it was a trebuchet launching the boulders, and for what felt like a lifetime, it launched its terrible assault on the castle gate and walls. Daelin peered through the iron gate and saw that chunks of the bridge were missing. A group of fifty men were mobilising at the other end of the bridge. Of Juliette, there was no sign. His thumb ached, and his hands shook. Why do people never stick to the plan’s they’re given. You can’t rely on others when you need them most. I’ll kill Juliette if I see her again.  
 
    A boulder hit the gate and forced it to breaking point. A giant dent in the metalwork bulged towards them. It groaned under the pressure, and soldiers lined up, spears lowered and knees shaking. Daelin paced back and forth, the same way he did when a plan was on the tip of his tongue. Once he caught the taste and swallowed it, he smiled up at the sky and felt a cool breeze caress his cheek.  
 
    “Palias. Can you fight?” said Daelin.  
 
    “I’ve fought my entire life to protect humanity. I’m tired, weak, and afraid. I fought in the darkness, time and time again. Watching, waiting, sensing, until I could face it no more. I’m not afraid to die, but I’m afraid of death. We must find someone with a pure enough heart to wield the sword against the demons. I’m no longer that man. The smoke rising from the Bridge of Lies has blackened my heart. I’ll help you escape the castle, but the real battle is ahead.” 
 
    Another crash echoed into the courtyard. All was silent apart from Palias and the menace at the gates. Palias grabbed Daelin by the shirt, pulling him in tight. “Whatever happens in the Afterworld, do not let Angarv take the Sword of Song. The prisms to forge weapons are beyond his reach for now, but with a sword he can carve a way into our world from his lair beyond the Bridge of Lies. The Vex will ravage our world in search of souls.” 
 
    Daelin held the man’s gaze. It was impossible to tell if he told the truth. What are the Vex? 
 
    A boulder collided with one of the towers, sending it crashing down on top of the gatehouse and into the raging river below. A plume of dust shook Daelin from his thoughts. He guessed one more attack would collapse the gate, exposing the rest of the castle to a frontal assault.  
 
    “Listen to me,” said Palias. “Once the demons are destroyed, I believe our immortality ceases. Whoever destroys the demons will remain in the Afterworld indefinitely.”  
 
    The garrison formed behind the gate, and it was time for Daelin to get ready. Archers formed a line on the remaining ramparts, and a front line of spearmen lowered their razor-sharp points to defy the enemy.  
 
    Daelin pointed at the gate. “When I give the signal, we run through the breached gate and onto the bridge. Do not stop running at any point, if we are lucky we can make it to the other side. If not, I hope you can swim.” 
 
    “I see two flaws with your plan,” said Alvinar. “What about the army on the other side? The river is fifty paces below the bridge and angrier than a demon. We will be dead either way.”  
 
    “Does death still frighten you? Better to take our chances than to fight between two of our enemies, both of whom will kill us once they know who we are,” said Daelin. 
 
    Cries of anger and fear echoed amongst them as a boulder soared through the air. It hammered into the gate, taking the metal frame with it and crushing the first line of defenders who stood bravely at the front. Sometimes the brave are the most foolish. 
 
    “Run!” shouted Daelin, he grabbed the men and dragged them to an uncertain fate. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bale gripped the shaft of his axe and bit his lower lip. They say revenge is a hollow pursuit, but he was never one for philosophy.  
 
    Lord Goldin hefted the long green sword from one of his statues. “We meet again, Bale.” The old lord sported a shallow cut along his ribs but gripped his sword and smiled. 
 
    Bale circled his opponent and sneered. “Did you think you could get rid of old Bale so easily?”   
 
    “When I saw your body smashed upon the rocks, I figured you dead,” said Lord Goldin. 
 
    “You should know better, Goldin. Stabbing me in the back made you an enemy for life, and there are not many of them left.”  
 
    Loretto moved to the other side of Lord Goldin, a buckler on his left arm and a sabre in his right hand.  
 
    “Perhaps, but you could never follow orders like a good soldier. Always playing the hero,” said Lord Goldin. 
 
    Bale ground his teeth as he swung his axe with fury. Lord Goldin ducked the blow and shoulder barged him against a statue. Both men landed with thick grunts. Loretto pounced on the back of Lord Goldin, but he threw him across the room like a rag doll. Bale got to his feet, boots crunching the shattered glass around him. Blood was in his mind, and there was only death when it called.  
 
    With a battle cry, he launched himself into attack, swinging wildly at Lord Goldin. Bale’s axe caught Goldin in the chest, slicing a deep gash into his armour. The lord groaned in pain but managed to bring his sword around, glancing Bale’s shoulder and sending a spurt of blood into the air from a shallow wound.  
 
    Bale recoiled, readying himself for another attack. Revenge would be his. He caught a glimpse of Loretto stalking around Goldin. Loretto rushed in with his knives, but Lord Goldin caught Bale’s gaze and hooked his head. His long blade swung around and caught Loretto in the stomach, slicing a gaping red hole.  
 
    Bale roared as loud a war cry as he could muster. He swung his axe to catch Lord Goldin in the chest, crushing the plated armour and sending him flying across the room. Bale knelt by Loretto. The bard clutched his belly as his intestines slithered onto the floor.  
 
    “Promise me there will be a song about this, Bale,” 
 
    A tear formed in Bale’s eye and his voice wavered. “Loretto, you bloody fool. I’m going to have to buy the drinks tonight.”  
 
    “You bastard,” said Loretto. “I think you owe me a lifetime of ale for this. Goodbye, my friend.”  
 
    “Goodbye, Loretto. May Heraldaz watch over you on the Bridge of Song.”  
 
    With his last breath gone, Loretto stared into the distance, mouth open but peaceful. Bale closed his friend’s eyes and rested his head on the ground. Lord Goldin lay amongst a bed of glass and jewels, unmoving. An ugly cavity filled his chest, and a pool of blood stained the glass like a sea of rubies. Revenge was his, but at a cost. He dropped to his knees. “Goodbye, my friend.”   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daelin barged his way through the soldiers facing the bridge. Once they broke free of their ranks, shouts of anger raged behind him. The broken portcullis loomed dangerously above them, swinging loose. They ran through the crumbling gate to face a gauntlet of terror.  
 
    Alvinar and Palias dragged behind, but Daelin urged them on through gritted teeth. “Fires within, move.” Arrows from the defenders rained around them. One landed next to Daelin’s foot, piercing a crack in the bridge and quivering. Other arrows zoomed past his ear and arms, hissing like snakes. They were a big target as they bolted away from the gate and along the bridge. It seemed longer now, as if it was a thousand paces long. Daelin’s legs felt heavy as if running through mud.  
 
    Another boulder loomed above him. It cannoned into the bridge behind them, shaking the foundations. Shards of jagged rock flew past Daelin’s head as he stumbled forward. Time waits for no man. He spent his entire life in the shadows, and now he felt alive with the sun on his face and an enemy on all sides. 
 
    A volley of arrows raced towards their backs. At the other end, the attacking group of fifty men charged towards them, swords drawn and bellowing war cries. Daelin cursed at the colours of the Elrancian army. Daelin grabbed the men, and they sprinted towards the attackers. They needed to close the distance a little more before they could risk jumping off the bridge. A volley of arrows dropped out of the sky, swarming like angry wasps. There was no escaping an arrow. One of them was going to die.  
 
    Palias stopped. It took a moment for Daelin to realise the mage was no longer running. He muttered something to the skull in his hands and stared up at the volley of arrows.  
 
    “What are you doing? Move!” said Daelin. Wooden shafts like tiny shadows obscured the sun.  
 
    “The sword is our hope, but it is only a hope. You must find a pure heart to take the sword to the Afterworld,” said Palias. “Go now, I’ll protect your escape.”  
 
    “What about you?” said Alvinar.  
 
    The mage smiled. “There will always be another battle, now run!” 
 
    Daelin shut his eyes, anticipating the point of an arrow to strike his back. A wave of fear enveloped him. He narrowed his eyes and ran. The deathblow never came. A faint blue haze formed around him, as if inside a great bubble. The skull in the man’s hand screamed as the blue haze continued with them along the bridge. Another volley of arrows arrived and bounced off the edge of the haze. Daelin could not explain it. Light erupted from Palias in all directions as he screamed. A wave of energy hammered into Daelin’s back, knocking him to his knees. Alvinar fell to the side of the bridge, his legs dangling over the edge. Rocks crumbled all around them, falling into the river below. The group of men stopped at the edge of the bridge and no longer ran towards them.  
 
    When the screaming subsided, Daelin searched for Palias. The man turned in circles, eyes narrowed as if he did not know where he was. The magic holding the arrows ceased, leaving the black figure of Palias alone in the centre of the bridge. Daelin saw the mage relax his shoulders, and he smiled as a boulder cannoned into him. His crushed body flew over the edge of the bridge and into the river below. Daelin shivered at the thought of him resurrecting in a broken washed up corpse downstream. 
 
    Elrancian soldiers continued their charge towards them. Fifty men, far too many for Daelin and Alvinar to handle alone. They could take their chances in the river, but the jump was too high right now. Daelin could make out the individual faces of their attackers. Shit! 
 
    Daelin picked up Alvinar from the edge of the bridge. “We jump.”  
 
    “No, we fight!” said Alvinar as he raced ahead. Daelin cursed and drew his blade. His muscles ached, but he did not care. This would be his last battle. 
 
    The first attacker raised his sword and let out a battle cry. Daelin replied in kind by blocking his thrust and slicing the man across the neck. Two more attackers stepped up to take the man’s place, and many more closed in around them. Alvinar stopped to pick up the dead man’s blade and held it in shaking hands. He dropped into a stance, and Daelin smiled. Alvinar tried a counter after parrying a few thrusts, but his muscles betrayed him after so long in the dungeon. Daelin ducked underneath a slice and rammed his sword into the man’s stomach. He unleashed one of his throwing knives into the back of the man Alvinar fought. As he turned to raise his weapon, he saw a bright flash in the distance. Two men racing down the hill and onto the bridge. Leoh and Lokkur. He leapt towards another man with lightning speed, forcing his sword through the soft flesh under the ribcage. The bastard dropped lifeless onto the bridge as his companions stepped over him.  
 
    A lone figure ran from the castle and along the bridge. His identity obscured at first by a cloud of dust. Bale burst through and sidestepped a barrage of arrows aimed at his back.  
 
    Daelin blocked a spear thrust, pulled the shaft towards him, and sent his blade into the man’s chest. A second man circled Daelin and managed to slice his shoulder. The pain burned furiously, but Daelin’s sword was wedged in-between the first man’s ribs. A sword raced towards his head, but Bale knocked it away with his monstrous axe. Daelin pulled out a knife and drove it through the man’s belly. 
 
    “You’re going to get us killed one day, Daelin,” said Bale, laughing as he moved onto the next man. He was like a whirlwind as he launched attack after brutal attack, forcing the soldiers to the edge of the bridge. 
 
    Daelin saw Lokkur and Leoh battle hard in the distance. Lokkur wielded his staff like a man possessed. Fire erupted around Leoh, and the soldiers backed away. It was not long before the fifty attackers were lying dead on the bridge or forced into the water below. Daelin knew they were not safe yet. The bulk of the army was on the hill. Leoh stood back, searching for his father. When he spotted him, he ran across the bridge with eyes wide. Tears streamed down his face.  
 
    “Father,”  
 
    “Leoh,” said Alvinar as the two men embraced in the centre of the bridge.  
 
    Daelin shook his head and snarled. “Move your fucking ass. We have to get off the bridge and into the woods.”  
 
    “Where is the Necromanex?” shouted Lokkur.  
 
    Daelin ignored him and ran towards the end of the bridge, hoping his decision to give it to Juliette would not cost them everything.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dusty tears streamed down Juliette's face and into her mouth. It tasted bitter, just like betraying her friends. Ear piercing screams rose over the crumbling castle walls and across the bridge. The wagon swayed to avoid gaping holes in the bricks but, eventually, the wheels buckled. She scooted to the back of the horse and cut the reins with her knife. The wagon clung on in protest as she sacrificed it to the gods of water and air, sending it crashing over the side of the bridge.  
 
    Sweat soaked hands clung onto the horse’s reins. She guided it into the thick green forest heading south. Shadows danced in the trees around her before soldiers emerged with drawn bows. She veered the horse into the undergrowth as they ran down the hill towards the road. Trees passed in a blur, animals scurried towards branches to avoid her. The muddy road spewed out clumps of brown dirt as her horse raced to safety. 
 
    She steered the horse around a moss-covered boulder and down a small hill. The horse slipped on the wet leaves and loose bark but righted itself with Juliette’s assured guidance. The poor beast would get an early grave for its efforts. She kept a furious pace regardless.  
 
    Juliette patted the smooth leather of Daelin’s tool bag. She sensed the power within it. So much death, so much destruction, but she did not care as long as her family were free.  
 
    As Juliette turned around a thicket of bush, she saw a small clearing surrounded by tall pine trees. Beyond the trees, a green pond covered with white lily’s and tall reeds greeted her. A frog croaked beside her, and the water gave off a green and blue sheen in the morning sun. The thorns in the bush caught the edge of her shirt as she lost herself in the beauty of nature. Cursing, she stopped at the edge of the pond to rest the horse.  
 
    She saw the sweat on her mare and frowned. It dripped off the beast as if they rode through a storm. Its eyes were wide, and it breathed heavy. The thick mud drained its strength with every stride. “It’s okay girl, just have a drink and rest a few moments.” 
 
    She led the horse to the edge of the water and it drank deep. Juliette stroked the soft hair along its neck and sighed. Her guts felt rotten for leaving Daelin. Gaining the trust of her companions, only to betray them made her feel hollow, as if she had starved herself for days. The ride to the ferry would take time, and she prayed that it was seaworthy after Leoh set it on fire. Bloody Leoh. Little shit will get everyone killed.  
 
    A deer darted in front of her horse, and it whinnied. She needed to think. Her mind flowed with conflicting thoughts. Every rustle in the trees or snap of a twig felt like a trap. Juliette walked to the edge of the water, gazing down at her reflection as if for the first time. Lines marked her eyes and cheeks, giving her the appearance of an old hag. Flecks of mud sprinkled her neck, and dots of dried blood marked her chin. Her scar appeared hidden behind the muck, and she smiled. A stranger stares back at me. I don't recognise what I’ve become or who I used to be. What I used to feel before Valerie was taken from us. Where is the child who loved climbing and hunting in the forest? You don't know what you’ve got, until its gone. A drop of water splashed against the surface of the water, distorting her reflection. She rubbed her eyes, leaving wet smears across her face. A chill formed in the air despite the sun. Juliette pulled the hood over her head.  
 
    A twig snapped behind her and she whipped her head around. A rabbit scurried along a grassy ledge. Juliette's mouth hung open as she caught her breath.  
 
    She led the horse away from the water and back to the path. Once she was in the saddle, she dug her heels in and raced deep into the forest. The path weaved through patches of red and purple wild flowers. Trees loomed towards the path like archways. The dirt underfoot became solid and compact, and her pace increased. The horse rallied to her cause as it tore up a steep hill and onto a narrow plateau overlooking a river. To her left was a sight more beautiful than she could imagine. A steep hill became a valley of rocks and raging water three hundred paces below. Across the river was a vertical cliff of solid rock, so high she strained her neck to see its snow-covered peaks. Black birds flew below her in shrouds of mist. The path in front of her snaked its way down the mountain towards the river in switchbacks. If she followed the river, she would eventually make it to the village with the ferry.  
 
    “Hold it right there,” came a voice from the trees. A man stepped out of the forest with an arrow notched to a short bow. He wore the green and brown tunic of the Elrancian scout patrol, his narrow features accentuated by the wide hunting cap on his head. There was tightness to his face as he eyed Juliette down the line of his arrow.  
 
    Another voice shouted, “In the name of the king, I order you to dismount and lay your weapons on the ground.” She turned to see a bowman behind her. His thick hairy arms made the bow look like a child's toy, and his devilish grin made Juliette’s stomach lurch. Too busy crying to sense them coming. What would Daelin have made of that.  
 
    Juliette froze for a moment, lost in thoughts of revenge, anger, sorrow, and heartache. “Whoever you are, I have nothing you want or need.”  
 
    “Let us be the judge of that,” said the man behind her.  
 
    Juliette dismounted, leaving the bag with the Necromanex on the top of the horse. She raised her hands in the air and walked towards the man in front of her.  
 
    “Stop right there. Don't come any closer or I’ll let it fly,” said the man in front of her. Juliette paused, hands held high in the air. She did not have time to play games. Every second she lingered was another moment in anguish and pain for her parents. They will regret this.  
 
    “What business do you have near Castle Valkin?” said the man behind her. She did not like the fact she could not see him. 
 
    “I’m on my way to the next village. I was hunting, but the noises from the castle scared off the game.”  
 
    “I don't see anything to suggest you were hunting. In fact, it looks like you were fleeing from something,” said the man in front. “Now put down your bow and the knives at your side. Slowly now. We are not bandits, but if you try something, you’ll die today.” 
 
    Juliette placed her bow on the ground, taking her time to bring out her knives and place them on the dirt road. She could not handle mud on her knives and fury boiled up inside her. A dirty knife is often the difference between a street robber and an assassin. The man rummaged through Daelin’s tool bag. Juliette struggled to contain her rage.  
 
    “What in the name of Heraldaz is this?” said the man as he produced the shining sword of strange metal.  
 
    “It belongs to my father. It is a simple tool used for tanning hides. Nothing to be excited about, so get your wart ridden hands off it”  
 
    “Your father is a liar,” said the man behind her. “This is no ordinary knife. Look at the way the sunlight gleams off the smooth curves. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before. This book, as well. It seems as old as time itself. Did you steal these from Lord Goldin? If we were not scaling his walls right now, I’d arrest you for theft in the king’s name.” 
 
    Juliette tapped her feet and made balls with her fists. It was time to act. As Juliette motioned forward, her horse whinnied.  
 
    “Whoa there, lass,” said the man behind her. Juliette turned her head to see her horse stamp it’s hooves into the ground. It rocked its head and snorted at the man beside her, eyes wide in fear. The wind whistled around Juliette, masking the sounds of the terrified horse. The man pulled the reins, but it whipped its head around and bit into the man’s arm. There was a cry of pain as he tore his arm free. 
 
    It was a chance Juliette could not miss. She dropped to her knee and grabbed one of her knives before rushing at the archer in front of her. He hesitated, and Juliette closed the distance in the confusion. She knocked aside his bow and lashed at the man’s face, catching him across his nose. The man screamed in pain but managed to draw a short blade, bringing it up in time to block a deadly blow. Juliette swung and stabbed in lightning quick motions. The man struggled to anticipate each strike. She kicked him in the groin, sending him stumbling to the ground before diving on top of him and driving her knife through his throat. Blood burst through the gash in his neck like a fountain. 
 
    She brought up her right arm for a second time, but something cold and heavy ripped through it. She twisted her head to see an arrow penetrate her bicep. Juliette screamed in pain and rolled off the dead man below her. She watched in horror as the hairy brute bore down on her. My family. He was close enough to smell. He raised his sword above his head, but she kicked the legs from underneath him and sent him sprawling to the ground. Juliette's right arm was useless, so she hooked her legs around the man’s neck. With a savage bite, he tore into Juliette's leg, sending agonising pain through her. She grabbed, scratched, and squeezed the man’s neck with her legs. With teeth bared she punched him repeatedly in the face. But with his superior size, he gained the upper hand. He laughed as he sat on top of Juliette, pinning her arms with his knees. She spat into his face, and he licked it off his beard. My family. Her heart beat furiously as she tried in vain to shake the man off.  
 
    “This is what you get when you kill a man’s friend.”  
 
    “If only you knew the lives you destroyed today,” said Juliette in short breaths.  
 
    With her arms pinned, the man brought his sword around. He lifted it above his head with one hand, point facing down. The edge failed to catch the light from the sun. It was no matter. Even a rusty blade would pierce her heart with the force of the man behind it. She smelled alcohol on his breath, and the faint whiff of cheese. It made her want to retch.  
 
    With a roar, the man brought the blade down. Juliette closed her eyes and waited for death. The blow never came. Something splashed against her cheeks, and she opened her eyes. A scream erupted, torn from her throat as she saw Lucian holding the head of her attacker. The headless body sagged to one side, and Juliette scrambled back to the edge of the path. The arrow was still in her arm, but she did not feel it any longer. Her fear numbed her senses.  
 
    Lucian threw the head to one side. His wide brimmed leather hat was turned up at the front, revealing a ghostly white face and blood red eyes. He wore a long black fitted coat with silver buttons and knee-length boots. In his hand, was a curved wide blade, dripping with blood. He smiled as he walked to Juliette’s horse and picked up the bag. Underneath the body of the man was the sword from the castle, she gathered it up and tucked it under her cloak.  
 
    “Very good, Juliette. Very good indeed,” said Lucian. 
 
    Juliette stared down the steep slope. Rocks tumbled over the edge as her hands pulled her body through the dirt. The rush of the river below was inviting. 
 
    Juliette gritted her teeth. “You can have the Necromanex when I know my parents are safe.” The pain tore up her arm, and it lay limp underneath her.  
 
    “Such defiance for someone close to death. I always admired that in a victim. You’re in no position to make requests. You’ll be pleased to know your parents are alive, but the noose around their necks tightens each minute the Necromanex is out of Vladnar’s hands.”  
 
    “How do I know you’ll free them? I’ve done everything you asked of me. If there is any honour in you, then you will grant me that which I’ve killed and bled for.” 
 
    “I’m not the monster you think I am, Juliette. I understand the lengths mortal men and women will go to to protect their family. Vladnar is not so forgiving. He has a plan for the book, and he will stop at nothing to see it through. You’re to be rewarded and punished for your actions.”  
 
    “Punished? I brought you the Necromanex. My parents’ freedom in exchange for your precious book.” 
 
     Lucian held the Necromanex in his bony, white hands. He walked to stand over Juliette at the edge of the path. “You served your purpose, but Vladnar has a habit of twisting the rules in his favour. You must choose one parent to survive beyond today. That is your reward.”  
 
    “Reward? How is that a reward. I cannot make a choice between my mother and father.”  
 
    “Then they will both die, and you will never make it off this mountain to mourn them.” 
 
    Juliette wanted to scream. She thought about the sword tucked under her cloak. Lucian opened the pages of the book, scanning his eyes over the text with his face drawn tight, red eyes like dull embers. He gave out a blood-curling laugh, showing white pointed teeth. “The symbols in this book are beyond my understanding, such a pity. Perhaps this is why Vladnar knew I would not betray him,” said Lucian. 
 
    “He played you, Lucian.” 
 
    He dragged her by her throat and onto her feet. She writhed and struggled as his vice-like grip choked the life from her.   
 
    “I’ll crush you like the hopes of your parents, Juliette.”  
 
    Lucian held her at arm’s length, feet dangling over the edge and into the air. She struggled to breathe, using her left arm to pry at the white bony fingers. With her strength failing, she reached for the sword. Lucian smiled as he considered her eyes. Dark swirling chaos twisted around a black pupil. She grabbed the handle and held it in a weak reverse grip. Juliette drew it across her body and sliced across the face of Lucian, catching him with a shallow cut across the cheek. 
 
    It was enough for him to release his grip, and Juliette tumbled down the rocky hill. She bowled over and over, the world spinning and turning around her. She picked up momentum, her body cracked against rocks and trees. The figure of Lucian spun in the distance, until he was out of sight. Her vision darkened, like someone covering her head in soft cloth. A loud crack erupted from her back as it snapped on a rotten tree trunk. The crashing of water on rocks increased as she battled to stay alive. The more she fought, the more her arms and legs bent and buckled. She closed her eyes and thought of her parents. Juliette’s world turned to black as something hammered against her head. 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leoh slid his arm around Alvinar, and Lokkur supported him on the other side. Father and son reunited, but for how long? He was a shadow of the man he remembered. Skeletal thin, hair long and shaggy. His eyes had lost some of their shine, but they were still the same piercing blue as before. Cuts, gashes, and bruises marked his skin in a hundred places.  
 
    Leoh scanned the hilltop. A group of men shouted and bellowed orders. Small figures disappeared into the trees. The bridge swayed as the foundations shuddered after each impact. The pathway was littered with bodies and broken rubble. 
 
    Daelin veered to the left as they reached the end of the bridge. As Leoh followed, his father screamed beside him. 
 
    Leoh saw an arrow lodged in his back. “Father, no!”  
 
    “Keep going, Leoh. Leave me if you must.” 
 
    “Fires within,” said Lokkur. “Keep his weight, Leoh. We can tend to him once we get to safety.” 
 
    His father breathed slowly as they left the bridge and made their way down the slope into the woods. He slipped in and out of consciousness. Leoh could not let his father die after all this. The time lost between them tore at his heart. His legs burned as they eased his father down the muddy slope. They passed up-turned trees, bushes, and scrambled over juts of grey rock sticking out of the hillside.  
 
    Daelin turned to the south and ventured further into the valley. The way was treacherous as they slipped on rocks and balanced on ledges. Daelin led them deeper and deeper towards the riverbed. No way an army could follow them here. 
 
    A mist hung in the valley and soaked his clothes, but it made him feel alive. His father rolled his eyes and a drop of blood seeped out from the corner of his mouth. He gripped Leoh’s shoulder, and the show of strength pushed Leoh’s legs with renewed belief. 
 
    “Where is the Necromanex, Daelin, and do not lie to me?” said Lokkur through ragged breaths.  
 
    “You don’t have it? Juliette left before the gate closed,” said Daelin. His eyes gazed forward. Blood covered his back, and there were shards of glass poking out from shallow wounds.  
 
    “If she crossed the bridge,” said Lokkur, his hand to the side of his head. “Why did she not come back to the camp? She must have ridden right past it.”  
 
    Daelin growled. “If we find her, I’ll kill her. She may have betrayed us.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” said Leoh. 
 
    “I gave it to her while I searched for your father. When I came back, she was gone. I misjudged her,” said Daelin. 
 
    Lokkur shook his head and his face took on a crimson hue. “The quicker we get back to Elrancia the better.”  
 
    They followed the river downstream, sticking to the edge of the scree slope, and jumping from boulder to boulder. Water splashed them as it collided with the rocks, and the strain of holding his father wreaked havoc on Leoh’s back. Daelin’s pace remained relentless, but Bale stopped and gave Leoh a sympathetic smile.  
 
    “Let me carry him,” said Bale. The big man put Alvinar over his shoulder.  
 
    “Thank you,” said Leoh as he stumbled after the giant.  
 
    “If it wasn’t for you and the mage, it probably would’ve taken me until the afternoon to kill all those bastards. We thank you for coming to our aid. You showed tremendous bravery.” 
 
    Leoh felt a surge of pride at the comments from the axeman. He shook his head and smiled. “Where did you come from? I thought you drowned.”  
 
    “It will take more than a lungful of water to kill old Bale.”  
 
    Leoh saw a hollowness to the big man’s cheeks, and his voice strained when he spoke. “Where is Loretto?”  
 
    Bale stared at him for a moment, but before he could reply, Daelin shouted. “Hurry, you fools. Time for talk once we get to the village.”  
 
    For an hour, they weaved their way over loose rocks, overturned trees, and giant boulders. His heart stopped when he saw a bear across the river. It beat its chest but retreated amongst the trees once it knew it could not cross. Leoh sighed in relief.  
 
    The slope to the west rose beside them at an acute angle. Trees and branches clung onto the surface rather than growing. Daelin stopped at the top of a small waterfall. Leoh followed his gaze towards a body lying face down in the wet sand of the riverbed. Tiny waves washed around the still body of Juliette, seeming to drag her into the icy water.  
 
    “Is she alive?” said Leoh.  
 
    “I don’t care, but she may have the Necromanex and the sword,” said Daelin.  
 
    Leoh felt the coldness of the words and studied Daelin’s face. Tight lines formed around his mouth and eyes, blood pouring from a wound in his shoulder. “Whatever she has done, she doesn't deserve this.” Leoh made his way to check on the body. An arrow sprouted from her arm, and her clothes were tattered and torn. He jumped from rock to rock, trying not to slip on the green moss speckling the surface of the stones. As Leoh climbed down a section of rock, he used a branch to steady himself before leaping onto the sandy shore. Water filled his boots, and they made a squelching sound as he ran towards Juliette.  
 
    Leoh stopped a few paces from her and peered at the lifeless body. His vision swam as tears filled his eyes, and he wiped them away with the sleeve of his blue jacket. Why would she betray us? It made no sense. Daelin continued down the river, but Lokkur joined Leoh on the gravel shore.  
 
    “Do you think she’s dead?” said Leoh. 
 
    “Let me check. The human body is a strange and wondrous thing sometimes,” said Lokkur. 
 
    As they moved closer, Juliette's body twitched.  
 
    “She moved,” said Leoh. 
 
    A groan sounded from Juliette. She turned her head slowly towards them. Wet sand and blood covered half her face. She put out her hand. Lokkur took it and held it in his. 
 
    Juliette tried to sit up. “I’m alive, but I don't deserve to be.”  
 
    “Where is the Necromanex, Juliette?” said Lokkur. 
 
    “Lucian has it, but I have the sword.” Her hand raked through the sand until she grabbed something long and white. Her lips curled, and she strained her eyes with the effort. The sword was forged from one piece of white metal. It called to him with soft whispers.  
 
    “The wolves feast on your flesh for what you did to us,” said Lokkur. His eyes never wandered from the sword.  
 
    “Help me pick her up,” said Leoh. The mage was hesitant and continued to stare dumbly at the sword. “If you want answers from her, then we need to make sure she survives.” 
 
    “Very well, but don’t expect Daelin to greet you so warmly.” 
 
    Leoh helped Juliette to her feet. The arrow jutted from her arm. With both his father and Juliette injured, their pursuers would gain on them. When they caught up to Daelin, he scowled at Juliette before pointing down the river. It opened onto a vast floodplain where sharp-edged mountains became soft rolling hills. A small village wedged in-between a fork in the river, and a few ships anchored along a small jetty. Smoke rose from a few of the wooden houses, and sheep grazed on the nearby hills. Leoh hoped one of the ships would sail them back to Elrancia.  
 
    “We will try to secure passage to Elrancia. Stay together and keep a sharp eye on Juliette,” said Daelin. 
 
    Leoh thought of his father. Perhaps if Juliette had not deserted them, then he wouldn’t have one foot in the Afterworld. He tried not to let bitterness take hold of his heart. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A few of the villagers reached for swords as they approached. Some ushered their families inside as if preparing for a raid. An old man with a long beard barked orders, and they formed a line behind a wooden fence. The people of Holden were hardened warriors, but those living along the border of the mountains would be used to strangers passing through. Leoh cried out for help, and the locals relaxed once they saw the wounded. The bearded old man ushered them through a gate. Lokkur ran on ahead to see if they could get safe passage down the river to Elrancia. He came back out a few minutes later smiling. 
 
    “I used all our coin, but we will leave soon. I think the captain will eat like a king for a year,” said Lokkur.  
 
    They moved to the jetty to catch their breath. It was a simple wooden platform built along the fork of the river. A lantern at the end blew in the wind, and two men fishing eyed them suspiciously. They were all exhausted from the battle. Leoh laid his father on nearby sacks of grain. He was unconscious, and his breath was ragged. They would need to deal with the arrow.  
 
    “Let me see his wound,” said Daelin. He turned his father over, but his expression never changed. “This wound is poisoned. We must get back to the city.”  
 
    Leoh rubbed the back of his neck. “Will he die?”  
 
    “Perhaps, but I don’t want to lie to you, Leoh. The arrow tip’s laced with devabane, and there is only one antidote. We will not find it growing north of Elrancia. Leoh felt his father’s brow. He was burning up with fever, and the veins around the wound turned a strange violet colour. 
 
    Lokkur inspected the wound. He sniffed at it and recoiled. “You’re right, Daelin, it’s the scourge of the Azzar. This poison not only kills a man in this life but sends him straight to the Bridge of Lies. I didn’t think there was any left in this world. It seems Lord Goldin is a collector of anything rare. Long ago, the Azzar were hunted by one of our own. He joined with kings who saw us as a threat to the nations of the world. They used this poison to nullify our immortality.  
 
    “How does it work?” said Leoh.  
 
    “It will slowly turn the bloodstream deep violet as it makes its way towards his heart,” said Lokkur. “Once it reaches the heart, it will cease to beat. In the Afterworld, he will turn into a demon with the blood of Angarv coursing through his veins.  
 
    “How long does he have?” said Leoh. 
 
    “Knowing Alvinar, a day or two. It may be enough time to get him to the Asha monks. They have an herb they call lucidame, which they use to aid meditation and explore astral plains. With the power of flight in the Afterworld, you’re no longer confined to the Bridge of Lies. It will nullify the demon blood.   
 
    “We must get him to the monastery as soon as we can. I’ll not let him die this way.” 
 
    “I’ll find what we need for the journey. Rest your father here until I return,” said Daelin. He ran into one of the wooden buildings in the village.  
 
    Lokkur removed the arrow from Alvinar’s back and wrapped a cloth around it, placing some herbs over the wound. “This will help with the pain and should give him more time until we locate the antidote,” said Lokkur.  
 
    Leoh lay next to his father. He gazed up at the clouds and cursed Heraldaz for the false promise of hope. They were worse off now than when they left the city. The book was gone, and his father was dying. They had the sword, but nobody wanted to risk their eternal soul against the demons. The heroes in his stories would never have hesitated in fighting demons, but everyone was scared. How could you not be?  
 
    Leoh glanced at Lokkur across the jetty. The sunlight reflecting off the sword of song seemed to light up the entire village like torchlight. The waves rolled underneath him, and he shut his eyes to listen to it. His body was bloody and beaten. The memory of the bridge would haunt him forever, but at least they had caught the soldiers unaware. He swung his knife like a maniac and conjured small arcs of fire as Lokkur instructed. It was enough to send confusion amongst their ranks until the others could catch up.  
 
    Bale tended to Juliette on the shoreline away from the others. He poured whiskey into the wound in her arm and used a red-hot knife blade to cauterize it. Her screams echoed in the valley as the smell of burning flesh made him wrinkle his nose.  
 
    “I’ve seen this metal before,” said Lokkur, turning the Sword of Song in his hands. “In the Afterworld.” 
 
    Leoh’s father opened his eyes. The brilliant crystal blue now faded to a dull grey. When he saw the sword, he tried to rise, but his body would not allow him.  
 
    “The man who saved you on the bridge, who was he?” said Lokkur.  
 
    Alvinar whispered, “Palias.” 
 
    Lokkur’s eyes darted from left to right. He licked his lips. “Lost in the wilderness for generations. No one has seen him for two hundred years.”  
 
    “Nor I until today,” said Alvinar. He slowly turned his gaze towards Leoh. “He is one of the greatest men who ever lived, and if it wasn’t for him battling the demons in this world, we may never have existed as we do now. He dedicated many lifetimes to saving the world, most of that in isolation. We have a lot to thank him for.”  
 
     Leoh wiped sweat from his father’s brow. He had so many questions, but he knew where he should start. “Why did you steal the book, father?”  
 
    “It was your mother, Leoh. She was dying from a terrible illness, and there was nothing the healer could do to save her. The Azzar found me when I was a young man, so I knew the emotional risks involved with starting a family. She did not deserve to walk the Bridge of Lies, defenceless and alone. When the healer said she was dying, she told him he had the hardest job in the world. That is the kind of woman your mother was, selfless until the day she passed. One day, I stole the book and brought you both to Elrancia. I taught Aurolia the passages to help her make it across the Bridge of Song. After Aurolia died, I kept the book because I was too much of a coward to take it back. Then one day, everything changed. When you were fifteen years old, I caught you drawing in one of our most expensive and ancient books. You said you were improving the sketches within the text. I was furious, and you offered yourself to any punishment without complaining. You even offered to do extra jobs until you paid off the price of the book. You became a man that day, and your taking responsibility for your actions made me ashamed of what I did. It was the night you saw me leave. I’m sorry for everything I’ve done to you.” 
 
    Leoh felt his eye quiver. “Father, I believe I’m a mage of the Azzar like you.”  
 
    “You deserve better. I hoped you would be spared this fate,” said Alvinar.  
 
    Leoh hugged him close. He did not blame him for what was happening. He did it for the love of Leoh’s mother, and if it was Charlotte, Leoh would have made the same choice. He studied the faces of his companions and sighed. Even Bale sat with his head in his hands and rocked back and forward.  
 
    A woman approached Leoh and gave him a bucket of water. He smiled at her before cleaning the wounds on Alvinar’s body. He washed the blood from his own face. The icy water felt fresh against his skin. The sun set behind a rolling hill, but the mountain peaks to the east shone like the hot tip of a forged blade. Leoh felt a shiver as the last of the sun’s rays passed and the chill of night was upon them.  
 
    “What happened to you on the road?” said Lokkur. 
 
    Alvinar closed his eyes. His right hand spasmed, and he spoke through chattering teeth. “On my way to return the book. I was stopped by a company of soldiers led by Lord Goldin. They searched me, they found the Necromanex, but they did not know what it was. Lord Goldin killed me for trespassing, and they stabbed me in the heart. Just as they were about to leave, my spirit returned to the world. I was alive again, wound fully healed. They were shocked. They threw me into the dungeon. My pain did not end. They found I could return time and time again. They continued to murder me for years before I told them about my ability and the significance of the book. One day, I cracked. I walked the Bridge of Judgement and faced the demons so many times, I could not bear to die again. I felt and remembered every cut they gave me. They murdered me in so many ways I cannot bear to describe them. So, I told them about the Necromanex. I believe Lord Goldin planned to sell its secrets, guaranteeing passage to the Bridge of Song.”  
 
    Leoh felt the deepest sympathy for his father. None of them chose this life, and to hold the secrets of the Necromanex, you must take courage and strength from within.  
 
    Alvinar’s head nodded against his chest, but he fought to remain awake. “My memories are frayed ends dangling over a blazing fire. One spark and they will burn to nothing. I hold my most powerful memories locked in the deepest vault within my mind. Of you…of your mother. She was my love, and yet a little of her escapes me each day. I don’t remember the colour of her eyes, the shape of her face, just shards of moments, soft edges and glimpses of what might just be my imagination.” 
 
    Alvinar closed his eyes and drifted into sleep. Leoh watched as his chest beat in discorded beats. He left his father to rest a little longer.  
 
    Leoh felt a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “The price of magic,” said Lokkur.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    They sailed through the night down the River Orr. Leoh held onto the rail and felt his stomach lurch. The light trickled over the horizon as the morning woke from sleep. First into the light were the mountains of Moray, snow-topped peaks impossible to climb. The rolling wheat fields flanking the river swayed in the morning breeze. Sunlight speared the icy water, but the depths appeared black and bottomless. An arching stone bridge loomed, but there was no sign of any people nearby. Leoh saw the mountains of Elrancia come into view as the ship sailed further south. The forests and valleys passed them as they sailed towards an unknown future. Farms and villages lined the banks of the river. A bell sounded to mark the beginning of prayer. A church was never far away in Elrancia.  
 
    Leoh stood at the bow of the ship, thinking about his father’s fever. The old man refused to rest until Leoh forced him. Juliette remained silent and slept on the deck with a blanket over her. Her eyes drew together when she moved as if every move was torture. At least the wound in her arm was clean, according to Bale. Her tattered hood covered most of her face, but the moonlight poked through to show raw wounds cross her old scars.  
 
    Heavy boots thudded on the deck. Daelin marched towards Juliette with a knife in his hand. He kicked Juliette as she lay under the blankets and dragged her to her feet. “Explain yourself. We have waited long enough to hear your lies.”  
 
    “Leave her alone, Daelin,” said Leoh, prompting a sharp look from the assassin.  
 
    “Do not defend her. She left us to die while she ran off with the book. She doesn’t care about you, me, or anybody but herself.”  
 
    “You’re wrong,” said Juliette. “I’d no choice. Come at me if you must but be prepared to walk the Bridge of Lies.”  
 
    Leoh saw the wet patch on her blanket where her head rested.  
 
    Daelin growled in her face. “We always have a choice, Juliette. I gave my life to the Vipers, but not anymore. Choice is a freedom we all share, but the weight of responsibility is something you deal with alone.” He pressed the knife against the small of her back. “You’re going to explain yourself, and then I’m going to gut you. Do you have any idea the pain you caused? Steel never lies, and it will find your truth soon enough.” 
 
    Leoh was helpless to intervene. Daelin was wild with rage but he was right. She left them to die in the castle, and he was not likely to forget it either.  
 
    Juliette turned to face the accusing eyes of Lokkur and Bale. They crowded around her like hungry wolves. The boat rocked as it navigated underneath the bridge. It went dark for a moment, and their voices boomed against the underside of the stone bridge.  
 
    Leoh raised his hands, trying to avoid bloodshed. “Why don’t you talk, Juliette?”  
 
    There was a long pause. Tears ran down her face, but she held her head high and set her jaw. Whatever her reason for stealing the Necromanex, the weight of it dragged her shoulders down to her knees. “They have my family, Daelin.” 
 
    Leoh stepped forward. “Who has your family?”  
 
    “He held me at knife point in Elrancia and claimed to have my family. He said he would kill them if I didn’t search the guild for the Necromanex. I ran to my parents’ home, but there was no sign of them. I knew he told the truth. On the rooftop, Lucian revealed himself as the man who shattered my world. I had to believe him. He infiltrated the guild and stole this from my room.” Juliette produced a crumpled sketch. Leoh squinted in the low light. The pregnant woman was Juliette’s double. 
 
    “Why did you lie to me, Juliette?” said Daelin.  
 
    “I didn’t understand the relevance of the book at the time. It was simply an item to be found and delivered. When Wulfrid tasked you with locating it, I knew I had to come along. After he died, you were so focused on getting revenge for Wulfrid that I knew your hatred would push you to finding it,” said Juliette.  
 
    “We could’ve helped you,” said Leoh.  
 
    “Why would you help me? You don’t owe me anything. We would have killed you for the Necromanex. Do you not understand, Leoh?” 
 
    Leoh frowned at Daelin, but he failed to meet his gaze. He knew it was true. They did not care about him then, and he was unclear if they cared about him now. He was still lost in the great game after all.  
 
    Juliette pushed the knife away and stepped back. She felt the scar on her cheek and pulled her hood back. A tear fell from her cheek and down her neck. “Lucian told me to bring the book to Vladnar. I was on my way to meet him when Elrancian soldiers attacked me. Lucian killed them. I managed to escape with the sword, but he has the Necromanex,” said Juliette.  
 
    Lokkur stepped forward and put his hand on Leoh’s shoulder. It felt comforting, but his words were like ice. “Then I fear Vladnar will send his army into the Afterworld. If he teaches his followers the passages, the sacrifices will begin. We need to stop him before he murders those who follow his delusions. Most of them are normal men and women, misguided and drawn to his power by fear.  
 
    Leoh turned to Juliette. “We will help you get your parents back. We will destroy Vladnar.” The group stared at him as if he was mad, but he was confident in his words. Leoh remembered feeling helpless as two strangers rescued his father from a dungeon. “A few days ago, you set off to help me rescue my father. You didn’t owe this man or me anything, but you did it regardless. Yes, you wanted the book, but you risked your lives to save him. I cannot thank you enough. I’ll help you save your family as you have helped save mine.”  
 
    Daelin’s lip curled into a snarl. He shook his head and ran his hand through his hair. “What you did… Unforgivable, Juliette. I don’t know if I have the forgiveness as Leoh does.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Daelin. I betrayed our bond as Vipers, but I was never born into it. I was a captive and given a chance of redemption. I could not spend one more day in that cell, and a chance of freedom is better than dying in the piss and shit underneath the city barracks. The bond with my family can never be broken.”  
 
    Daelin gazed down the river. Leoh was not sure which decision he would make. For all the characters in their group, Daelin felt like their leader. There was pain in his face like never before. This betrayal cut deeper than any physical wound ever could. 
 
    Alvinar stepped onto the deck and stared at Juliette. When he spoke, his voice was soft and comforting, but his skin was the colour of a hideous bruise. He steadied himself against a barrel as the ship rolled. “We have all made mistakes. That’s what life is about. We learn from those mistakes, and we carry on. You saved me from a deep darkness. I didn’t think I’d ever escape the cycle. Now I stand here with my son. I’ll help you save your family because you have already saved mine. Thank you.”  
 
    Lokkur stepped forward, holding the Sword of Song in his hand. A glimmer of light reflected off the blade into Leoh’s eye. It shone like a thousand suns. “With this sword, we can guarantee every life has a small chance of eternal peace. If we don’t help Juliette, I fear none of us will be judged worthy enough to walk the Bridge of Song again,” said Lokkur. 
 
    Juliette got to her feet and laid a hand on Leoh’s shoulder. She didn’t say anything, but her eyes thanked him more than any words could.  
 
    Lokkur handed the sword to Leoh but held it firm when Leoh tried to take it. His voice a whisper as he spoke into Leoh’s ear. “We must retrieve the book, Leoh, for it’s the only way back to this world if we should fail with the sword. By confronting the demons, we put ourselves at huge risk of being cast onto the Bridge of Lies. After this is over, and we have dealt with Vladnar, we must decide who sacrifices themselves to face the demons,” said Lokkur.  
 
    Leoh felt the weight of the decision. Lokkur expressed no desire to go back there. Was he trying to get Leoh to learn the books contents so he would volunteer? He would need to be careful.  
 
    Leoh gazed towards Elrancia, where the tops of the mountains rose in the distance like bloody knuckles in the morning light. They would need to follow the river until it reached the coastline, then east to the docks. From there, they could get his father to the monastery and face Vladnar. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With a fierce wind behind them, they made short work of the journey to the mouth of the river. The mountains of Elrancia rose to the east above a carpet of forest. Reds and yellows dominated the slopes of the mountain, where autumn leaves fell to the ground in preparation for winter. Other ships joined them as they sailed out onto the open sea. Fishing vessels with shirtless crews pulled in nets and cages from overnight traps. The noise of the waves as they washed up on grey rocky shores relaxed Leoh’s mind.  
 
    He inspected the wound on his father’s shoulder. The veins were a deep purple, spreading to his lower back and chest. He didn’t know how long his father had left.  
 
    “It won’t be long, Father. We will get you the antidote.” 
 
    Blood red eyes peered up at Leoh. “You have grown in the last five years.” He coughed to the side and spat green mucus onto the deck of the ship. Leoh winced, it smelt of rotten eggs.  
 
    “You missed so much. I met someone. Her name is Charlotte. We were happy together. All I ever wanted was to make you proud. If you die, I’ll be lost once again.” 
 
    “The depths of my pride knows no bounds. What you did for me and these people will never be forgotten. You will have your life again. Everything will be fine, Son.” He drifted out of consciousness, his chest rising slow and weak.  
 
    Leoh sighed. His father’s words were not convincing. Regardless of what happens in the Afterworld, he felt stronger, more confident, but there was a growing bitterness and anger inside him. His companions bore the physical and mental scars of war. You couldn’t be exposed to it and not feel tainted in some way. Daelin was the epitome of that, a man sworn to follow and kill. Yet his mind wrestled with the weight of it all as he bit his lip and studied the docks.  
 
    Leoh stood next to Daelin at the rail. Waves lapped up the side of the ship, and the cold spray washed over his hands, salt water stinging the tiny blisters on his palms. The Bay of Elrancia came into view, bright and alive as fishing vessels poured out of the mouth of the bay. The captain signalled to the men to ready the oars, and ten crew members pulled ropes to haul the sail back.  
 
    Leoh shaded his eyes with his hands. One hundred jetties rose out from the land like wooden fingers, towering war galleys lined up alongside small pleasure craft as each ship vied for space. Ropes and ladders hung across the docks as men and women scrambled between vessels and the shore, carrying baskets and chests. As they neared one of the jetties, smells of spices, fish, ale, and oil filled Leoh’s nostrils. Doused torches made way for the morning sunlight. The barking of orders rang loud across the docks. Taverns, warehouses, workshops, and markets lined the entire bay. The tired brick buildings were a stark contrast to the colourful surroundings. 
 
     Daelin paced back and forward, fumbling with his hands. Leoh turned his head to face him. “Do you think my father will survive, Daelin?”  
 
    “Perhaps. I’ve only studied the poison in books. I never wanted the pleasure of dealing with it. There is a good chance he will die, but the antidote might aid him in the next life. His journey back to our world will be a perilous one.” 
 
    Leoh rubbed his chin and bit his lip. “The poison is spreading fast. We must hurry.” 
 
    Daelin put his hand on Leoh’s shoulder. It was the first time the assassin showed any physical comfort towards him. “Your love is what keeps him going. Without it, he would’ve withered and died long before. I don’t know much of love but seeing the way you are with him makes me realise what I’ve been deprived of all these years. Now I better go and get the others. We need to plan ahead.” 
 
    Leoh turned to face the centre of the ship. Daelin rounded up the rest of the group. He gave Bale a kick in the rips to wake him from his snoring. They formed a circle as a spit of rain fell to the deck.  
 
    Lokkur stepped forward, throwing his cloak over his shoulder and rubbing his hands along the ancient runes on his staff. “I think we suffer at the hands of Vladnar. The scars and sorrow you bear do not lie. We have the Sword of Song and it can defeat the demons in the Afterworld, if Palias is correct. As a mage of the Azzar, my purpose is to see an end to the demons and return the Afterworld to its rightful balance. Yet, I cannot stand back and watch evil take hold of this world. To allow it to manifest would haunt me forever. Vladnar must be dealt with. He knows too much.” 
 
    Bale stamped his feet on the deck with resounding approval. He stepped forward and into the centre of the circle. “Loretto was my only friend amongst a sea of enemies,” said Bale. “If what you say is true, Lokkur, he will be forced onto the Bridge of Lies. I’d fight until my last breath to see him walk with Heraldaz in Eternal Peace. First, we must deal with another demon. Vladnar. I will cast him headless into Angarv’s lap. I owe you, and Loretto.”  
 
    The crew readied themselves for landing ashore. Men ran with coils of ropes and tossed them to other men on the dock. The smells of the city returned and brought with it the familiar stench of human overpopulation.  
 
    “I have a plan,” said Daelin. “Vladnar will no doubt gather his priests to the cathedral. If he has the book, then we may be too late. I want my revenge, in this life, or the next.” The boat rocked against the side of the jetty. It was time to leave. “Bale, Leoh, and Lokkur, get Alvinar to the monastery. Me and Juliette will meet you there.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” said Leoh.  
 
    “If we are going to fight an army, then we may need a little help.” 
 
    Juliette hesitated for a moment, fiddling with a knife in her hand as if mulling something over. She nodded at Leoh and ran after Daelin.  
 
    Bale grabbed Alvinar and put him over his shoulder. Leoh’s father’s face was pale white, and his lips turned blue. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The once familiar sights of the city now felt alien to Leoh. Light spilled into shadows where only danger lurked before. The beggars in the street held their hands out, but he was no longer afraid of them. The mud in the street no longer sucked him into the ground. Leoh lagged behind Lokkur and Bale, his legs burning with every stride. Bale was a man possessed, knocking over people, and even a horse, as he bolted towards the monastery. He grew in strength with every stride.  
 
    They burst through the gate and charged up the hill. Monks swarmed around Alvinar as Bale kicked open the monastery door. The monks poked and prodded the purple veins crawling over Alvinar’s body. One of the veins crept over his shoulder, aiming right for his heart. The light through the stained-glass windows showered Alvinar in colours of red and green, giving him the appearance of a demon. 
 
    A door at the end of the hall opened, and a monk ushered them inside. The room smelt musky with everyone crammed into the tiny room. Bale dropped Alvinar onto a soft bed and backed away. Monks ran in to fill the void, stripping off his father’s clothes. The extent of the poison was now evident. It covered his entire body, circling around his heart like a pack of hungry wolves ready to kill. 
 
    “Can you help him?” said Leoh, his heart pounding.  
 
    A monk faced him, his eyes darting from Leoh’s to Alvinar. “He’s dying. We can only hope the lucidame works in time. Death isn’t the end, but for your father, it may be.”  
 
    Leoh held his father’s hand. It felt dry and lifeless. His skin flaked and peeled as if all the blood had drained from his body. His torso shook, and Leoh held him down as best he could. Other monks held his arms, but it took the someone size of Bale holding his legs to bring him under control. His father’s mouth frothed, and one of the monks held his jaw to stop him biting his tongue.  
 
    A monk appeared at the door in a white robe embroidered with a lotus flower. He sported a short, forked grey beard and short grey hair. He held a pot of sweet smelling tea, the steam rising from the spout in wisps. “Hold him still. We cannot afford to waste a single drop of the lucidame,” said the monk.  
 
    He held the steaming pot in front of his father’s face. He tried to turn his head as if the poison could sense defeat. When they held Alvinar’s mouth open, he screamed, inhuman and piercing.  
 
    As the hot tea poured down his mouth, Alvinar’s eyes burst open, scanning the room. His pupils were as big as the moon as he fought against them. The liquid swished around in his mouth, but one of the monks grabbed his nose, forcing Alvinar to choke or swallow.  
 
    Leoh felt his father’s muscles relax under his hands. The monks worked in silence as they continued their care. The monk in white nodded, and they backed away. Leoh held his breath. He touched his father’s dry, cracking hand. The purple veins continued to grow, not retreat.  
 
    “What is happening? Is it not working?” 
 
    Lokkur lowered his head. “I fear we are too late to save your father. May Heraldaz watch over him in the next life.” 
 
    Leoh shook his father’s shoulders, urging him to wake up. “No... We gave him the antidote.”  
 
    “Remember what I said, Leoh. The fight for his life will not be in the physical world. Only Alvinar can battle the effects in the Afterworld. Time is different there. A second here is an hour there. He may never return.” 
 
    “I won’t accept it, Lokkur. I won’t let him die.”  
 
    Bale squatted to consider Leoh’s eyes. “I’m sorry, laddie, this is a cruel fate.” The giant filled the room with his presence. “I’ll be outside, Leoh. Take all the time you need. You’ll never get another chance at saying goodbye.”  
 
    Leoh watched the poison reach his father’s heart. He felt him go rigid as if his blood was replaced with stone. His back arched and his face contorted. The skin around his heart turned blue and purple, close to translucent. Leoh felt his father’s grip lessen. His father breathed out, but his chest failed to rise. 
 
    Leoh backed away to the corner of the room, his head in his hands. All hope was lost. Why did this all have to happen? He wanted to run away until his legs could carry him no more. He lived with the hope of seeing him again, but now he lay cold and lifeless, gone forever.  
 
    The monks filed out of the room, Lokkur nodded to Leoh and left as well. Bale sighed and gripped Leoh’s shoulder. “Do not let his death haunt you. There is a limit to anyone’s power, even a hero. You saved him, and he enjoyed a moment of happiness. The glint in his eyes when he saw you is worth a thousand deaths in the Afterworld. You’re not responsible for his death or the woes that he faces now. Do you understand, Leoh? If you allow this moment to haunt you, then use it to fuel your fire against Vladnar and the demons. Purpose and grief will fuel your revenge. Trust me, I know.” 
 
    Bale left the room, leaving Leoh alone with his father. He returned to his side, stroking his long hair as if he were a child. A numbing in Leoh’s brain triggered something deep inside him. The familiar darkness fought him like a disease. A part of him sought to embrace it once more, soaking in the depths of despair. He shook his head. I cannot go back there, even after everything that’s happened.  
 
    Leoh backed away from his father, wrestling with mixed emotions. There was still a way to fight on. His father would not want him to quit now. Leoh made a promise, and he would see it to the end, with or without his father at his side.  
 
    Leoh considered the door. Beyond it lay pain and suffering, but also joy and happiness. He walked towards it and felt the round wooden door handle. He turned his head. “Goodbye, Father.” He opened the door and stepped into the hall.  
 
    The sound of choking caused him to turn. Leoh spun to see his father grabbing at his throat, fighting for air. “Father,” cried Leoh. He rushed to his side. The purple veins were retreating from his heart, turning deep blue before sinking below his skin. Air rushed to fill his father’s lungs. He threw his arms around him and hugged him tight.  
 
    “You’re choking me, Leoh,” said Alvinar through spluttering coughs.  
 
    Tears rolled down Leoh’s cheeks. He released his hold and stepped back. “What happened?” 
 
    “It is a story for another time. Water, I must have some water.” 
 
    Leoh grabbed a jug from a side table, and his father drank deep. Water splashed onto his beard and chest as he gulped it down. Bale burst into the room. A wide smile crossed his face.  
 
    “Help me sit up, Leoh,” said Alvinar. Leoh propped his father up with a bunch of cushions. Alvinar’s body trembled, and his skin felt like sand.  
 
    “Can you tell us what happened, Alvinar?” said Lokkur.  
 
    “Of my descent to the Bridge of Lies, I’ll not recount without fear of descending into madness. I survived, but at what cost? What I can tell you is the situation in the Afterworld has changed. The Vex have risen from the Bridge of Lies, called by Angarv. Their bodies bloated from devouring souls.”  
 
    Leoh shuddered. “What are the Vex?” 
 
    “They are shaped by a fusion of rage and desire, tormented by unfulfilled cravings for souls. They demand impossible satisfactions. The Vex are condemned to inhabit Angarv’s realm until there are no longer enough souls to consume. With the balance tipped in Angarv’s favour, the Vex have feasted for a thousand years. They may even be powerful enough to reach our realm. 
 
    Lokkur sighed. “We need to deal with Vladnar first. Restoring the balance is critical.” 
 
    Alvinar coughed, bringing up a purplish phlegm. Leoh tried to pat his back but he waved him away and shook his head. “Vladnar is sacrificing his followers as we speak. The incantations they chant sound familiar, but they are trying to manoeuvre past the demons, not destroy them. He just wants his believers in Eternal Peace and leave everyone else to perish.” 
 
    “Then it is imperative we act as soon as possible. We must take the sword back to the Afterworld,” said Lokkur. 
 
    “There is more,” said Alvinar. “The demons have grown in power since the last time I walked among them. The incantations in the book are no longer working. Most of Vladnar’s priests are succumbing to fire, eyes melting like butter. In the castle, Palias told me that only a pure heart could take the sword back to the Afterworld. Anyone who has witnessed the Afterworld will be tainted. The sword is only half of the power required to banish them. It must be someone who holds love in their heart.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” said Leoh. Eyes glared at him as if he talked of suicide. Only Lokkur smiled at him and nodded.  
 
    “No, Leoh, even though you haven’t witnessed the Afterworld, you cannot do this, my son. You don’t know what you’re saying.” 
 
    Leoh smiled at his father. He licked his lips and put a hand on his shoulder. “Palias told you that only a pure heart can take the sword back to the Afterworld. There is love inside my heart, but there also pain. It seems to me the two fight in eternal conflict. I want to do this. I must try,” said Leoh.  
 
    “Then promise me, whatever happens, you believe in yourself. I see a strong man in front of me, caring, brave, and willing to fight for those around him. Take care of him, Lokkur, make sure he is ready for what lies ahead.”  
 
    Leoh watched as his father fell into a deep sleep. He chest rose slowly as he breathed. The wounds in his mind were not clear.  
 
    “We must leave him to rest,” said Bale. “Daelin has arrived with Juliette.”  
 
    Leoh closed the door into his father’s room and walked towards the front of the hall. Daelin and Juliette were garbed for battle.  
 
    Daelin smiled at Leoh. The monks must have told him the news about his father. “Collect your weapons and let’s get moving. Vladnar is waiting for us.” 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The onset of night brings more than darkness. People rush around to finish jobs, animals scamper home before a predator awakens. Thieves, whores, and muggers rub their hands and smile. In children’s tales, everything bad happens in the night. Heroes fight epic battles amongst a backdrop of vibrant colour. People always leave things to the last minute. Leoh knew the terror that awaited him and he would rather face it with the sun on his face. 
 
    Leoh no longer stepped aside in a crowd. People looked into his eye and moved out of his way. He felt the energy course through his veins. The medallion of three interlocking rings heightened his senses. He saw clearer in the darkness than ever before. The energy felt like a flame, pulsing waves of heat until ready to release. Lokkur taught him to hold the energy, but right now he felt like a dam about to burst. 
 
    The cathedral rose before them, a beacon on the hill. The sun had set on most of the city, but there was still enough light to illuminate the stained-glass windows and spires of the holy building. It looked all sharp edges to Leoh. Nothing soft to give the people comfort. Vladnar’s cathedral was in the centre of the city and was one of the oldest religious buildings in Elrancian history. Leoh did not want to think about how Vladnar came to be its patron and high priest. He witnessed his bloody methods in practice.   
 
    Leoh walked the streets with a newfound confidence. He was scared, but he had faith their plan would work. There was no other way. Juliette walked on his left, hood up to obscure most of her face. Leoh caught a glimpse of red lipstick and her smile turned up on one side in a smirk. She tapped her fingers on the hilt of her knife. Lokkur swayed in a way that defied his age. His red cloak flew behind him as Leoh struggled to keep up with his pace. Their motives gave life to their causes, and in Lokkur’s case, many times over.  
 
    At the end of the street, the gates to the cathedral rattled in the wind like caged beasts. A group of the red robed priests stood at the entrance, their grey masks expressionless. 
 
    Leoh found himself smiling. Fear and anxiety manifested in unusual ways this evening. He was confident in the shadow stalking from the rooftops of the houses: Daelin. The man seemed built for war, fighting in the shadows where most wouldn’t dare. He needed to trust the man. 
 
    Leoh lifted the Sword of Song in both hands and showed it to the red priests. He could feel the eyes of the men staring at him from underneath their hideous masks. Lokkur shielded the sword in case they tried to grab it. Leoh didn’t think they would get far if they tried.  
 
    One of the priests found the courage to step forward, but Lokkur was like a whirlwind with his staff, slamming it into the priest’s halberd and knocking it to the ground. The priest raised his hands to surrender, but Lokkur followed through and caught the man square in the jaw. Bones shattered as he fell to the ground. 
 
    The second priest tore his mask off, revealing a youthful face underneath. He turned and fled. Juliette tripped him, and he fell to the ground with his hands in the air.  
 
    “Tell Vladnar I am here for my parents,” said Juliette. The man nodded, scrambling to his feet and tore up the hill.  
 
    Leoh smiled and stepped over the fallen priest. Juliette's eyes locked on the cathedral at the top of the hill. She stepped over the guard as if he wasn’t there.  
 
    Leoh felt pride in convincing the others to help Juliette. What was more important than family and those you love? Leoh would do anything to protect the bond he shared with his father, and it was love driving him back to Charlotte.  
 
    They made their way up the switchback path. There were no graves in Elrancia. Heraldaz forbade the burying of bodies. Instead, all corpses lay at the top of a stone tower, and when the carrion birds finish picking the bones clean, attendants swept the bones into the tower. The towers were everywhere in the cathedral grounds, and as Leoh passed one, the smell of rotten corpses filled the air.  
 
    The hateful eyes of red priests greeted them at the top of the hill. There were scores of them. Leoh’s heart thumped louder as they neared the main courtyard. Some of the priests wore red leather armour, others wore chain mail over their robes and brandished swords. They all wore the grey masks, and Leoh could feel the hatred for the trio straight away. Some of the priests stepped forward, but Juliette snarled when they got near. Lokkur moved in front of Leoh, flashing his staff in warning. Leoh never asked what the runes meant on the staff, but the priests shied away from them. He knew Lokkur held great power. His past remained bloody in the protection of the Necromanex.  
 
    The square courtyard was filled with weathered statues of the old high priests, cobbled stones and marbled pillars. The buildings surrounding it were dark granite, and when Leoh touched the side of one, it felt cold. The cathedral was straight ahead of them, and the great double doors remained closed.  
 
    The guards lined up either side of them like a wall of hate. Something doesn’t feel right about this. The red robes came alive as they flapped in the wind like a fiery inferno. The eyes of the men remained dark within the masks, but the stares were enough to burn a hole in Leoh. He could feel the smooth handle of the sword in his hands. It harnessed the energy within him much like the medallion. Two priests opened the doors and allowed them inside.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leoh stepped into the cathedral and held his breath. Stone pillars rose along the centre of the hall flanking a long red carpet, beautifully embroidered with golden birds of prey. Stained-glass windows depicted the creation of man from the seed to reaching the side of Heraldaz in eternal peace. With the sunlight failing, a faint trickle of colour shone through to highlight the high priest.  
 
    Vladnar stood at the dais and leered at them, his hands outstretched as if welcoming a lost friend. There were several priests inside, seeing them made Leoh’s knees shake. They sat on long wooden benches that faced the front dais, hoods covering their heads as they turned to watch the newcomers. 
 
    The man next to Vladnar stole the courage from his soul. Lucian. His wide brimmed leather hat was pulled down to cover most of his ghostly white face. Leoh peered into dark red eyes that hungered for blood. A man and a woman stood petrified behind Lucian.  
 
    Juliette breathed harder and faster as they edged closer. She walked ahead of them before Leoh grabbed her arm. She spun to face him. “Don't touch me, Leoh.” 
 
    “We have to stay together, Juliette. Your parents are alive. Don’t do anything crazy,” said Leoh. She snarled at him and whipped her hand away. She will be the death of us. 
 
    Vladnar held a book in his hands, open as if they interrupted a recital. The Necromanex. His wild eyes drank in the sight of the sword, and he licked his lips in anticipation. “The Sword of Song,” said Vladnar in a whisper. The slightest sound carried around the cathedral like a scream. 
 
    Leoh glanced at Lokkur, but the old mage stared straight ahead and ran his hand over his staff. Vladnar stepped forward. The priests formed a semicircle around them, blocking any escape. 
 
    Vladnar broke the silence first, his voice echoing around the great hall and booming in all directions. “Give me the sword, boy.” It was a simple request, but Leoh froze. Vladnar’s requests were barbed and poisonous. “I said give me the sword, boy. Do not look around, do not look at your friends for help.” 
 
    Leoh’s newfound confidence failed with each word.  
 
    Juliette stepped forward. “Let my parents go. That was the deal for the Necromanex. We will exchange their life for the Sword of Song.”  
 
    “Ah, Lucian’s pet. Yes, the deal you struck in return for your parents’ lives.” Vladnar turned to Lokkur. “Did you think you had the power to defeat the demons? Heraldaz has commanded me alone with this task. Do not presume to know the word of God. He commanded me to punish all those who question his love.” 
 
    Leoh frowned. Vladnar wore the same medallion. Was he a mage? Lokkur hadn’t mentioned it. His own medallion fed off his fears and, with his heart racing, it helped the energy flow within him.  
 
    Vladnar pointed a finger at Juliette. His robes hung loose around his arms to give him a look of a winged bat. He spoke in a voice void of compassion and love. “Your parents are pathetic. Why would you risk your own life, and the Necromanex for unbelievers such as them? But, a deal is a deal. Kill them Lucian.”  
 
    Juliette raised her hand. “Wait, don’t, please. That isn’t the deal.” She struggled forward, two priests stepped up behind her. One of them hit her on the back of the head, and she lost her fight for a moment. Lokkur raised his staff but Lucian was on him in a heartbeat, grabbing it until other guards rushed in to help. He struggled under the weight of the priests before succumbing. His staff dropped to the floor, and Lucian stepped back towards Vladnar’s side.  
 
    “You have tainted this world long enough, Vladnar,” said Lokkur. “The delusions you hear are riddles within your own mind, and not the voice of Heraldaz. Do you not understand your destiny is aligned with ours? It always has been.” 
 
    Vladnar dismissed the comment with a flick of his wrist. “I remember you well, Lokkur. You claim to restore the Afterworld to its rightful balance, but you Azzar are too weak to find a solution. You always lacked the stomach to do what was necessary. I have thousands of men and women ready to die for Heraldaz. That is power. That is belief. The power and belief of Heraldaz will destroy Angarv.  
 
    “The only demon in this room is you,” said Leoh. He had enough of the man’s games. Once Leoh set his mind there was no stopping him. 
 
    Vladnar winked at him, mouth open in a sideways smile showing yellow teeth.  
 
     It made him feel sick. Juliette’s parents’ lives were in his hands, and he was gambling with them. Vladnar marched towards him and grabbed the sword greedily from Leoh’s hands. His face was childlike. Sweat formed on his brow as his eyes drank in the sight of it. How could he hold so much power of the king?  
 
    Vladnar licked his teeth and narrowed his eyes at Leoh. “You ride in the company of demons, Leoh. Your companions will do anything to get what they want. You know this don't you?” 
 
    “You’re lying, Vladnar. You don’t know them,” said Leoh. 
 
    Vladnar stared at Lokkur, pointing a finger. “Let me tell you something about the mage. He killed a woman and child before I met him years ago. Walked up to the cabin I shared with them and waited for me to arrive. Unfortunately for them, I was preaching in Usavia and gone for five days. He would not let the boy drink a drop of water until he told him where I was. The boy died of thirst, and his mother, upon discovering the child, was struck down with grief and threw herself down the village well.” Leoh’s guts turned upside down. It was another lie from Vladnar. Those who like the sound of their own voice are often the greatest liars he knew.  
 
    Vladnar spread his hands and embraced the priests. His voice full of ecstasy as he addressed them. He held the Necromanex in his left hand, the sword in his right. A fever swept over the priests as they roared their approval. 
 
    “The Bridge of Song will be clear forever,” said Vladnar.  
 
    The words rallied the priests, and Leoh’s head sank beneath their triumphant cheers. Just like it does before a hanging or a burning, blood normally follows. Leoh closed his eyes. He could feel the energy within him roaring towards the palms of his hands. Its time.  
 
    Vladnar peered up from the book and turned to Lucian. “Kill her family. Kill them all.”  
 
    Lucian cocked his head, his red eyes focussed on Vladnar. There was no way to tell what he was thinking, even with the sickening smile crossing his face. “The cure, Vladnar. Give me the cure and I will perform this last request. Do not seek to play me like these dogs you have in front of you.”  
 
    “Do you think me a fool, Lucian? You do as I ask, then you can have your reward. Kill them. Only then will I help you.” 
 
    Lucian's eyes burned bright. He bared his teeth and hissed at Vladnar. He stepped forward and drew his blade, holding the tip to Juliette’s father’s chin. The man held his gaze, defiant in his final moments. His wife clung to his arm and prayed.  
 
    “Juliette, look away,” said Lokkur. “You’ll never be the same if you see the strike that kills your loved ones.” 
 
    A scream echoed from the courtyard. Lucian shot a glance at Leoh, piercing his soul with those fire red eyes. He ran towards the main door of the cathedral as fast as lightning. Juliette's parents’ released their breath. 
 
    Vladnar shook his head and pounded his foot against the stone floor. He grabbed one of the priest’s halberds to finish the job.  
 
    Leoh focussed all his energy into the palms of his hand. His mind commanded it to form fire. He tried to remember the emotion he felt on the raft. It washed over him and pulled at his heart. Sorrow, anger, pain, fear, all flowed in him, and with the medallion, it felt like he could explode if he did not release it. 
 
    Leoh roared at the top of his lungs as fire burst from his hands and screamed towards the Necromanex, setting the book and Vladnar’s hand on fire. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daelin dropped into the centre of the courtyard, sword drawn and ready. The priests turned and saw a single man against fifty. They would be smiling under those hideous masks. Fools. Daelin could sense their confidence as they readied their weapons. There was no fear within Daelin, only certainty. His brothers and sisters were with him.  
 
    A priest ran towards Daelin, and the first Viper sprung from the shadows. She threw a knife into the side of the man’s head. He fell forward to smack his face off the cobbles. More shadows danced in the moonlight and a rain of arrows erupted from the rooftops. They found eyes and hearts, and all the other good bits to kill a man with a single arrow. In the confusion, the remaining priests spread out.  
 
    Daelin sprinted, his stance and blade low to the ground as he swept up and into the throat of a priest. The fighting intensified as more Vipers stormed into the courtyard to meet the priests head on. Screams erupted as the priests struggled to match the ferocity of the assassins.  
 
    Daelin saw Azeri in the distance, blocking a thrust before ramming a knife into the man’s eye. The priest’s scream cut above the clash of steel and sent a tiny shiver of delight down Daelin’s spine. Bale burst into the courtyard, axe shimmering in fading light.  
 
    The double doors burst open to reveal Lucian. The screams of the priests lured him outside into an open fight. Now their numbers would overwhelm him. Daelin edged into the centre of the courtyard and fought two priests. He blocked a thrust and head butted the first priest, before stabbing him in the neck. The second priest swung his halberd in a downward arc and Daelin rolled forward to miss it. He brought his blade up and stabbed the man above the groin.  
 
    Lucian strode toward him with assured confidence. The Vipers formed a semicircle behind Daelin. They licked their lips and held their weapons high. Lucian’s eyes lit up the courtyard in a subtle deep red glow. Between warriors, there were no words at times like these. Only their swords would ring out until one of them was dead. A final Judgement.  
 
    Lucian smiled at the sky and Daelin followed his gaze. As he raised his head, the soft touch of a raindrop trickled down his face. The droplet became a shower as the rain poured down amongst the assassins. A rumble of thunder echoed in the distance, forks of lightning edged closer. The sweet smell of rain was at odds with the smell of corpses at Daelin's feet.  
 
    Lucian smiled at the sky and bowed onto one knee. What is he waiting for? There is no time for hesitation. A single raven appeared in the centre of the courtyard and screeched at Daelin. He sneered as it hovered above the ground. Lucian laughed as more ravens arrived. The sound of wings beat louder until a thousand birds circled Daelin and Lucian, blocking the Vipers from entering the circle of birds. The birds snapped at anybody who came near their black ring of death. Daelin stood in the centre with Lucian. Fear gripped his guts as he closed his eyes and raised his sword. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Necromanex burned like any other book, its pages turning to ash. Vladnar screamed as his hand burst into flames and turned his skin to black. Transfixed by the flames, nobody dared to move. The Necromanex was gone forever. If the sword failed, humanity would never reach Eternal Peace.  
 
    Leoh felt a sense of loss from expending his energy. His thoughts and memories faded as the price of magic took its toll. There would be no telling the extent of his memory loss right now. 
 
    Lokkur unleashed his fury at the closest priest to Leoh. He rolled his staff onto his foot and flicked it up, catching it in mid-flight before whirling it around to crack the man across the skull. Two more priests stepped up, and Lokkur knocked their halberds to one side with ease. He followed it up with crushing strikes to the body and head.  
 
    Juliette turned to one of the priests holding her and stabbed him in the neck with her knife. Her parents stood at the back of the dais, huddling each other in a tight embrace. Juliette met the priests holding them with ferocity, turning away from their strikes to land her knives with fatal blows. Her embrace with her parents was a remarkable sight. Juliette hugged them close, then ushered them out of harm’s way before joining the fight again.  
 
    Vladnar held the remains of the book in a torched black hand. Leoh tried to rise but the smell of burning flesh made him feel sick. In a high-pitched scream, Vladnar launched himself at Leoh with the Sword of Song in his hand. Leoh drew his knife with hands that felt like lead, sidestepping as Vladnar came in swinging. As the blade passed Leoh, the force of Vladnar’s shoulder cannoned into him, causing them to fall to the ground. 
 
    Leoh dropped his knife and used his hands to hold Vladnar’s sword away from his chest. The shining point edged closer with every breath. This was not what they planned. Time was running out as the blade edged closer. It was too much, the moment too great. Everything was going wrong.  
 
    Lokkur shouted something, but the words came out awkward and mumbling. The world spun as Leoh fought for strength. His body urged him to sleep. He considered the mad eyes of Vladnar and found a stare devoid of love and compassion. The sight made Leoh angry. He wouldn’t allow this monster to win. The man’s breath smelt of garlic and alcohol, and his saliva dripped onto Leoh’s face. His knife was close enough to reach, but only if he could free his hand. His mind jolted as he searched for a memory. The threads twisted and knotted in his mind. He didn’t know truth from imagination. He swam amongst his memories as they diluted to nothing. A hand reached to pull him up through the water. Juliette's hand. He remembered the fight with the Vipers. 
 
    Leoh eyes widened, and he bared his teeth. He channelled the remains of his energy and felt it pulse through his veins. He didn’t care if it tore his mind apart and stripped him of all his memories. Leoh pushed as hard as he could with his right hand, forcing Vladnar to rise a little. He dropped his left hand to pick up the knife. As he brought it back, he rammed the blade into the side of Vladnar and through his liver. Leoh smiled but felt something cold slip inside his skin. Vladnar’s blade punctured his heart as the man’s weight crushed down on top of him.  
 
    Leoh felt no pain as his body and mind slipped into the unknown. Vladnar lay lifeless on top of him, his knife stuck deep within Leoh’s chest. Voices surrounded him, but they sounded like they were across a vast ocean. His eyes focussed on Lokkur as the mage held his hand, his words like a whisper. “I will find you, do not be afraid.” 
 
    Everything was silent, like the hush at the start of the theatre. Darkness washed over him, and the final curtain closed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lucian drew his swords and pointed the curved blades at Daelin. He filled the entire circle with his presence. The ravens flew around them like a snarling black wall. They blocked out his friends when he needed them the most. They fought to break through, but every time a raven died, another would take its place. The screech of the birds echoed around the courtyard. Vipers stamped their feet, clashed swords, and cursed. They were a sea of blurred faces, twisted with anger behind the wall of ravens.  
 
    Daelin crept forward. It was a hard step to take, like the wind was against him. He stepped forward again, this time with his head held high. He searched for anything he could use to his advantage, but the centre of the courtyard was nothing but cobblestone. He would need to use all of his instincts.  
 
    “I want to hear you say it before we begin,” said Daelin. His voice came out soft and dead. No pride, but no fear either.   
 
    “You searched for me all this time. Like a flea on the back of a lion,” said Lucian. He walked around the circle of ravens, swords hanging low at his side. 
 
    Daelin licked his dry, cracked lips. “You were once a Viper. We would hunt you to the ends of the earth for vengeance.” 
 
    “Hunted me for what reason?” 
 
    “Even now, you deny the murder of our leader?” 
 
    “Is that what the old mage told you? You think I killed him. Foolish bastard.” 
 
    Daelin’s stomach lurched. “Why would he lie?” But the wind picked up, and his words seemed lost. Further roars erupted from the Vipers outside the wall of ravens. Daelin felt numb. Did we fight for all this, only to shield and protect the killer we sought to destroy?  
 
    “Ask yourself, before I kill you,” said Lucian, “who would gain more from the murder of your leader? Never trust a man who seeks something at all costs. I watched as he left you to die. Expect the worst of your friends, for when they disappoint you, the truth will not be as hard to bear. A lesson learnt too late perhaps.” 
 
    Daelin’s voice cracked. “How do you know all this?”  
 
    “A man who visits the darkness many times will have a heart as black as the night. Don’t be foolish. Your questions bore me, I never killed your leader. I respect the Vipers. They are a part of me, as they are of you.” 
 
     Lucian faced Daelin, his smile reaching from ear to ear. “It matters not to me. In truth, I prayed you would find me once I cured myself of the raven’s blood, to die as the man I used to be instead of the monster I am now. It is the blood inside me which holds to life, not I. Your arrival was untimely, and so I must destroy you now. Such a pity.”  
 
    Daelin realised he was in a world of shit. He couldn't think straight, his mind reeled after the revelation. Why would he lie to him, this close to death? It made his vision swim, flooding his thoughts. He was going to die in this circle of ravens at the hands of a true killer while the man responsible for Wulfrid’s murder walked away.  
 
    Out of the chaos of his thoughts came a moment of clarity. A desire to seek justice and overcome the nightmare he found himself in. A deep calm came over him as he prepared for the first attack. Within seconds, it struck like a lightning bolt. His sword swung low to clash with one of Lucian’s shamshir blades. So much for testing each other out. Just don't get hit. A second blade came swinging and clipped the side of his arm. Daelin jumped back to avoid the first blade chop at his head. So much for not getting hit.  
 
    Rain poured onto the two fighters and the cobbles became wet and slippery. Daelin’s feet were adjusting well on the attack, but when Lucian forced him back with a flurry of arcing slashes, Daelin back foot slipped, forcing him towards the wall of ravens. The beating of wings flowed around the fighters. One of the ravens took a bite out of Daelin’s thigh, and he ducked underneath a horizontal swipe from Lucian to move inside the circle. As he ducked the blow, he removed one of his knives and left it deep into Lucian's hip. It would have been fatal, if he was not up against someone like Lucian. The assassin removed it and tossed it to one side as if it were a bee sting.  
 
    “Fires within,” Daelin whispered to himself.  
 
    It wasn't long before Daelin ducked under a slash aimed at his head. In response, he tried to ram his blade straight into the Lucian’s chest, but the dark assassin sidestepped it. Daelin felt a gash open across his back from an unseen strike as he stumbled forward. The slash across his back was a warning, as if Lucian was toying with him. He needed to find an advantage, but time was running out. On the defensive again, their blades met as Daelin blocked a diagonal cut. The two assassin’s faces were inches apart, and Lucian spread his lips in a menacing smile. Daelin kicked the legs from under Lucian and the assassin dropped to the ground, but not before cutting Daelin’s knee. The slice tore through cartridge and muscle. He struggled to rise, and Lucian towered above him.   
 
    Daelin stared at him, his chest rising and falling like the waves in a storm. His sword felt heavy in his hands, and his fingers failed to grip the sword with any authority. The wounds taken in the past week were catching up with him. The cold air gave him a chill as his shirt stuck to his chest.  
 
     “Get up,” said Lucian.  
 
    When Daelin failed to comply, A leathery boot thudded into his chest, hammering the air out of him. He would have screamed if his lungs were not empty.  
 
    Daelin used his sword to stand, the cut to his knee and back seared with pain. The Vipers shouted from behind the ravens, but it was only a reminder of how far away they were. Blood drooled from his open mouth, trickling through the gaps in his teeth and dropping lazily onto the stones. He didn't feel much now, for which he was thankful.  
 
    “You were once like us, a Viper, but you betray your brothers for someone who cares nothing for you. Whatever hope you sought within the book, or Vladnar, is lost forever.” 
 
    Lucian frowned. A group of ravens flew through a broken window. They returned screeching a moment later. Daelin threw his head back, laughed harder than he had a right to. He spat blood onto the cobblestone and grinned.  
 
    “You fool! You have destroyed my one chance at humanity. I needed Vladnar alive.” Lucian’s eyes burned white hot. The black pupil swam amongst a sea of searing white light. The rain and wind seemed to echo his thoughts and howled around the pair as furious as the ravens.  
 
    A crack of lightning showed an archer on the rooftop. He glanced up, but the shadow was gone. He turned to see an arrow protruding from Lucian’s chest. Another arrow rained down on him, knocking him off balance. The archer jumped from the rooftop and landed in front of the wall of ravens. It was Juliette. 
 
    Lucian brought his blades up to meet her. She darted to the side and threw a knife into his chest. He staggered back from the blow. Daelin ignored the pain in his knee. He didn’t care if he ever walked again. As Lucian sliced the side of Juliette’s arm, she dropped her remaining knife, leaving her defenceless. Daelin screamed and lunged forward with the last of his energy, driving his blade through Lucian’s back and out the other side. 
 
    Lucian dropped to his knees, smiling as if he prayed for this moment his entire life. Blood bubbled from his mouth as Juliette kicked away his two blades. “You fight with the strength of life behind you,” said Lucian. Dark red blood oozed out of his mouth. “It is one of the last human traits my fading mind clings to while my humanity fails within me.” Daelin limped towards Juliette and stared down at what was left of Lucian. “Beware the raven’s blood, and if you find the mage who made me this monster, kill him.” 
 
    Daelin nodded as drops of blood fell from his nose and landed on Lucian’s face. He licked at them slowly, never taking his eyes off Daelin. “Truth or darkness?” 
 
    Lucian smiled. “Darkness.” 
 
    Daelin nodded, and with one slash of his sword, he removed Lucian’s head from his shoulders. As it rolled across the courtyard, it sent the ravens into a frenzy. They flew higher and higher before disappearing into the night. The rest of the Vipers ran in with wild cheers. They were victorious. Juliette saved me.  
 
    Bale put his hand on Daelin’s shoulder and whispered in his ear. “Leoh is in danger.” 
 
    Daelin afforded a glance in the direction of the hall. “From Lokkur.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leoh opened his eyes and gasped for air. He recalled a feeling of falling, his weightless body seemed to fall for an eternity. The Sword of Song rose out of his chest like a white tower, and he pulled it clear without pain. He sat up and smiled at the familiar sights and smells of his old bedroom. Was this all a dream? He saw familiar books sprawled across the floor and laughed. He was home. He sprung out of bed to look in the mirror. When he saw the giant wound in his chest, he froze. Anxiety washed over him, and he gulped for air. I’m dead. This isn’t a dream.  
 
     Leoh gaped out of the window. Thousands of people marched outside his house and along a colossal stone bridge that rose over the horizon. When he ran outside, he turned to see his house disappear behind him. His jaw dropped, and he became another face in the crowd. He was in the Afterworld. 
 
    The people walked in silence, mouths open as if choking on unspoken words. Shocked, disbelieving faces betrayed their actions as they trudged forward like slaves. Something forced them forward, but Leoh didn’t know what. The world beyond the path seemed hazy, like the shimmer of heat on a hot day. He could make out stone pillars through the haze, rising high above him, one hundred paces tall. Above the pillars was a night sky of brilliant purple and deep red. The dark carpet of bright stars sparkled together like the outline of a face. The darkness between the stars formed shapes like wild animals. The sight tugged at the corner of Leoh’s mouth and made him smile.  
 
    As Leoh placed his foot on the path, a shiver crept down his spine when he realised his power was gone. He allowed himself to flow between the mass of souls, never in control of his destination. He studied the people around him. An old man stared ahead, face tight and eyes wide. A young woman stared up at the sky as if she had fallen down a great hole and was awaiting rescue. A middle-aged man wept and rubbed a wound at his neck. 
 
    Leoh remembered the burn in his chest as the knife penetrated it, but in the Afterworld only his legs ached, each step like wading through tall reeds. As the invisible force moved him towards the bridge, a sense of doom beat in his chest where his heart should be. The demons waited beyond the Bridge of Judgement, and the weight of responsibility weighed heavy on his mind. He held the white sword in his hand and his knuckles turned white. This was the reason he came to the Afterworld. He narrowed his eyes and held his head high.  
 
    The bridge ahead dominated the landscape as the path wound towards it. The shimmering haze now dissipated around him, allowing Leoh to see the landscape for the first time. It was a world of sandy dunes lit by bright stars. Leoh lifted his hand towards the sky as if he could touch them. Below the stars, the land felt lifeless, cold and foreboding. Leoh wondered if the desert stretched into the distance forever. With his eyes now focussed on the bridge ahead, he reluctantly followed the path as it arched towards a gate. 
 
    The bridge was made of granite, and the pink and grey mottled rock felt smooth under his boots. He climbed higher and higher until he entered a deep mist. Blinded, he reached out, recoiling as he touched the man in front of him. He felt cold, and his hand came back slightly wet from sweat.  
 
    Leoh walked through the mist for what felt like hours, his feet moving one step at a time along the bridge. A soft tickle caressed his neck as a wind picked up. I didn't think the wind would reach here. Unless it’s something else. The mist dissipated to reveal a beautiful green forest thousands of paces below him. He understood it to be beautiful, but for some reason, he could feel no joy in it, as if the feeling was reserved for those who are accepted in Eternal Peace. Yet the bridge seemed endless, the line of people, endless. How many people died in this world to fill a bridge like this? Was there something else happening in the world right now? 
 
    The path levelled off, and Leoh found himself at the zenith of the bridge. He tried to stay within its centre, only affording glances over the edge when he dared. The souls of people around him dragged into an uncertain fate. The crowd packed together shoulder to shoulder as the force dragged everyone forward. A man tried to fight against it, but he was knocked to the ground. Leoh never saw him return to his feet as people trampled on top of him. Cries rang out as the force wedged people together into a space too small. Leoh grabbed onto a man’s shoulder as he swayed to the side of the bridge, legs tangling with a woman beside him. The invisible force battled against the sheer numbers of people. 
 
    Leoh saw something strange as he passed underneath the gate at the top of the bridge. It was the great Libra. Its patchwork face of red and blue frowned within its hanging cage. The face cried out in pain, and a metal ring bound its eyes. Its body was like a giant tree. The roots hung out of the cage and crept down to touch the path of the bridge. A rogue tear escaped Leoh’s eye to drop onto the granite path at his feet. The Sword of Song glowed, as if sensing the oncoming battle. People stared up at the Libra with mouths open. The stories of his childhood were true. Nobody could prepare for this. 
 
     The sheer number of souls was breathtaking. Leoh continued to the end of the bridge and felt unease in the crowd around him. People merged into two lines as a gate appeared at the bottom of the bridge. The haze returned, and it shrouded the view all around him. The crowd separated, the invisible force like a dog herding sheep. A man in front held hands with a woman, but the force drove him into the other line. The women held on tight, but the force dragged the man away, pained voiceless faces etched with flowing tears. It dawned on Leoh what was happening. It was time to find out whether he would walk the Bridge of Lies or the Bridge of Song. Leoh could only hope his line led to Eternal Peace. He knew demons waited for him either way. 
 
    Leoh put out his hand to feel the haze in front of him. His fingers disappeared first, feeling the heat beyond. His heart raced as he imagined the fires of Angarv. He closed his eyes as his body stepped through the haze and into the unknown. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, he was on another bridge. It was made of white polished stone, with beautiful statues of armoured knights and mythical animals. At his feet, he saw engravings etched into the stone of a language he did not understand. In the sky, there was a brilliant starry night, but this time he felt like he was walking amongst them. Leoh peered over the edge and wanted to scream, but no sound came out as he opened his mouth. Below was true hell, and it was everything he imagined it to be. Lakes of fire and bubbling magma erupted high, a whispering voice urged him to jump into it. A dark, obsidian bridge rolled beneath him as souls marched across it. They scurried like tiny ants to avoid the waves of flame flowing over the pathway. Creatures roamed the bridge searching for souls. The Vex. Their bloated stomachs and skinny tall bodies slithered towards a man and turned him into a pool of watery flesh and charred bone.  
 
    Daelin told him to embrace his fears, hunt them down and make them his slave. He tore his gaze from the fiery scene below and stared straight ahead. Leoh turned the corner of his lips into a snarl as he saw the two demons standing on the remnants of a tower. The Bridge of Song crumbled like the remains of a castle after a siege. The Sword of Song rattled in his hands.  
 
    One of the demons rose from the bridge, black as the night sky. Its head resembled a crow, and it wore the tattered clothes of a prisoner. Thick chains wrapped around its black hairy body and covered its shoulders. They flowed down its chest like drooping branches. At five times the height of Leoh, it towered over the souls of the humans marching along the bridge. Huge demonic birds flew around it attacking people as they passed, dragging them into the fiery depths below. It laughed as one man tried to run past in the confusion, but the birds gnawed at him, and he tripped to fall over the edge.  
 
    The second demon could pass for a human. The bald head and skinny body was raw and burnt as though someone had doused and set it on fire. A man turned to ash with a wave of its hand. The fire caught the man next to him, then the next, before a hundred souls snuffed out in a flash of heat. The scent of burning oil caught in Leoh’s nose, and he choked, feeling the hairs in his nose singe. The demon regarded the souls with a twisted smile, and its square red eyes told Leoh to run for his life. However, the invisible force pushed him on as his boots dragged on the white stone below.  
 
    The burnt demon lifted its head and sniffed the air. It searched the bridge with frantic twists of its head until it settled on one man. It smiled before shape-shifting across the bridge and into a mass of souls. Black smoke lingered after every shift as the demon tossed souls over the side of the bridge. It closed in on Leoh. He felt the pulse of the sword at his side and kept it close. Leoh tried to hide it, he needed to be closer. It glowed brighter as the demon neared. 
 
    The demon stopped fifty paces ahead of him, staring down at a man Leoh recognised. It was Vladnar. He clawed at his face and peeled his own flesh. His eyes wide with fear. Without the book, his fate would be uncertain. The first demon rose from his platform. Giant wings broke free from the chains around its body, and it flew onto the bridge next to Vladnar. The demon launched other souls from its path. Vladnar dropped to his knees, the demon focusing deep into Vladnar's eyes before it grabbed his head and wrenched it off, tossing Vladnar’s body into the fire below. Vladnar dropped off the Bridge of Song and landed headless on the Bridge of Lies below. The sword in Leoh’s hand glowed brighter as he stepped to where the first demon waited. A smile formed on Leoh’s face. It seemed Vladnar did not have time to learn the Necromanex’s secrets after all.  
 
    The demon scanned the bridge once again, dark beady eyes resting upon Leoh. In a heartbeat, it was upon him. The demonic birds flew around Leoh, and he fought them back with the Sword of Song. Black, razor sharp talons filled his vision as the birds dived at his head. Feathers rained down on the bridge like black rain. The sword cut through their flesh like butter, sending birds crashing onto the bridge or over the side. As each bird died, the demon’s rage burned deeper. It knocked a hundred souls over the side and into the hell below as it charged towards Leoh and leapt into the air. The demons reached for his head, but Leoh brought his sword up and sliced at its leathery deformed talons. As the blade cut through flesh, a blinding white fire formed around the wound. The demon raised its beak into the air and let out an ear-splitting cry. With the demon distracted, Leoh raced forward and rammed the sword where its heart should be. White fire erupted around its body as it dropped onto the bridge. It writhed until it fell still and lifeless, a burnt mess of feather and flesh.  
 
    Leoh recoiled in disbelief. The victory was short lived as the second demon shapeshifted in front of him. There was nothing human about its appearance. Its flesh was a marble of burnt and raw flesh, mouth twisted enough to show sharp, black teeth. A skeletal thin hand grabbed Leoh by the throat and launched him over its head. Leoh soared through the air, landing heavy at the edge of the bridge. An unseen force dragged him over the edge. He grabbed onto a white metal nugget with his right hand, body dangling above the flames below. It felt cold to his touch. He held the sword in his left hand as he struggled to hold on. He tried to pull himself up but didn’t have the strength. A shadow stood above him, and Leoh closed his eyes.  
 
    “Give me your hand, Leoh,” said a voice above him.  
 
    Leoh opened his eyes and saw the old mage, a deep wound similar to Leoh’s across his chest. Lokkur reached out and grabbed Leoh’s arm, dragging him onto the bridge. A scream of anger rang out in the distance.  
 
    “Give me the sword, Leoh. There isn’t time to get across and make it back to our world,” said Lokkur. 
 
    “What do you mean? We have to defeat the demons and restore the balance,” said Leoh.  
 
    The world pulsed around them. Plumes of smoke and ash rose up from the Bridge of Lies. Balls of molten rock soared towards them like hundreds of flaming arrows. Lokkur pulled Leoh onto the bridge. “You have people who love you, and a whole life ahead,” said Lokkur. “You deserve to live that life. If you don’t make it across the bridge before this demon is destroyed, you’ll be trapped forever. Our immortality will cease once the balance is restored,” said Lokkur.  
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “There is nothing left for me in our world. My wife and child are waiting for me on the other side. Perhaps I will see them. We will never get another chance to destroy the demons. Go, before Angarv takes us both,” said Lokkur.  
 
    “No, Lokkur, we fight them together.” 
 
    “You’re a fool,” said Lokkur, but there was a faint smile etched into his wrinkled face.  
 
    The two of them charged at the demon, fighting through the crowd of souls. Leoh held the sword in his hand and raised it high. Black smoke surrounded the demon, and it disappeared before reappearing in front of Lokkur. The old mage collided with the demon, and it grabbed him by the throat. The mage’s bones cracked as he struggled.  
 
    With fire and flame surrounding him, Leoh leapt onto the back of the demon and drove the sword through its shoulder. The heat coming off the blade was incredible, and it burned the flesh from Leoh’s palm. He fell to the ground, smoke rising from his blistered hands. The blade remained lodged in the demon’s flesh.  
 
    “Run, Leoh, save yourself,” croaked Lokkur as he wrestled with the demon at his throat.  
 
    Leoh was on his feet, but he was not ready to leave yet. The demon focussed on Leoh. Lokkur reached for the hilt of the sword and twisted. The demon cried out in pain and disappeared into a haze of black smoke. The sword blazed like starlight. The sword and Lokkur fell to the bridge in a heap. Leoh saw the shadow of Lokkur’s bones as the muscle, skin and fat dripped from his ashen hand.  
 
    An eerie silence hung in the air as Leoh helped Lokkur to his feet. Where is the demon? For an age, he watched the roar of the fire below. Leoh’s head throbbed as blood pumped furiously around his body. Something grabbed his shoulder. It spun him around and made his vision swim. Staring into his eyes was the demon. It slashed at Leoh’s face, tearing a strip of skin from his neck with its sharp claws. He tried to back away, but it kept coming at him, laughing as it tore at his shoulder and chest. Leoh fell to the ground, the wounds oozing blood onto the Bridge of Song. The demon lurched above him, screeching in a language Leoh did not understand.  
 
    A flash of light erupted from its chest and the edge of a sword appeared. Leoh got to his feet and stepped back. Lokkur held the demon with a skeletal hand the colour of ash. It thrashed at Leoh with outstretched hands. 
 
    “I won’t ask you again, Leoh. Get out of here. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    Leoh opened his mouth, but no words came out. The pain in his chest burned, and he could not think straight. Lokkur was right, he needed to get to the other end of the bridge. Everything he knew and loved was back in the living world. Leoh peered beyond the demon. At the end of the bridge was a forest of stunning beauty. A voice called to him. It was Charlotte. He ran along the bridge as fast as his legs could take him, searching for the source of the voice. He fell amongst the trees at the end of the bridge. A piercing scream echoed behind him, but he kept going. He closed his eyes, filling his mind with memories of his father, Charlotte, and his life back in Elrancia. His legs gained power as his thoughts drove him forward. When he reached the end of the bridge, a white light formed around him. He turned around and saw the demon and Lokkur tumble towards the fires below. 
 
    Leoh screamed as the white light enveloped him.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A rush of air filled Leoh’s lungs. His chest felt as if a hammer had caved it in. His eyes adjusted to the darkness and he felt cold stone on his back. Familiar voices surrounded him. As more dark shapes pierced through the white light, he made out the stained-glass windows of the cathedral. He smiled as familiar faces came into view. Daelin, his mouth a frown and biting his lip. Juliette was there, a tear in her eye.  
 
    Leoh scanned his body with his hands and frowned. The sword? 
 
    Juliette helped him to his feet. The wounds from the Afterworld burned as he moved. It felt like a mountain lion had mauled him. He shuddered when he noticed the scar across his heart.  
 
    “Lokkur, how did he find me?” said Leoh. 
 
    “The mage demanded we kill him,” said Juliette. “He said he would find you and bring you back.”  
 
    Leoh’s voice shook. “I think the demons are destroyed. They fell with the Sword of Song. Lokkur sacrificed himself so I could survive. Whatever happens to him, I hope he finds peace.”  
 
    Leoh scanned the cathedral and covered his mouth. Bodies of the red priests littered the hall. Two stood out amongst the rest, Lokkur and Vladnar. They would take the mage with them, he deserved as much.  
 
    Daelin limped forward and put a hand on Leoh’s shoulder. The assassin’s face was covered in blood. “What you saw in the Afterworld, Leoh, do not share it with me. I don’t want to know what lies ahead. When I take my last breath, that’s when I’ll know.”  
 
    Leoh nodded. There would be time for reflection later. As he walked away from the group, Daelin’s hand gripped tighter, causing Leoh to wince. 
 
    “What happened to the Sword of Song?” 
 
    “Lokkur had it when he fell onto the Bridge of Lies.” The old assassin clenched his jaw but said nothing more.  
 
    Leoh reached for the medallion around his neck. The power flowing through him was gone. There was no energy at all. He tried to concentrate but felt nothing but a deep thud in his chest. He searched his mind for the lost memories. Leoh smiled as they came flooding back to him. 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later 
 
      
 
    The sun burst through the clouds, showering Leoh in golden warmth. Even the high bridge of Elrancia seemed pleasant in shades of yellow and orange this morning. The bridge was no longer something to fear. It was a symbol of power, but Leoh saw the frailty of human power in the depths of the Afterworld. He shuddered as he remembered Lokkur’s sacrifice. 
 
    Leoh nodded at the house as if for the first time. “This is the place.”  
 
    “Then it seems our journey together is over,” said Daelin.  
 
    The trio stopped at the edge of the square and turned to face each other. Leoh felt tightness in his chest and rubbed at the ragged scar under his shirt. He was never easy with goodbyes.  
 
    Juliette’s mouth hung open. “Whoa, nice house.” 
 
    Leoh regarded the two assassins. “I don’t know about this. Has it been too long?”  
 
    “I don’t know much about love,” said Daelin, “but I know you fought hard to get back to this woman. Remember it every time you doubt yourself.”  
 
    Leoh laughed. “I was afraid of my own shadow. Nobody should return from the Afterworld, but I feel stronger for it. If the nightmares ever stop, I may even get some sleep.” 
 
    “Daelin is right,” said Juliette. “You don't need to prove yourself to anyone. The boy we met in the monastery isn’t the man I see in front of me. Fires within, you fought and killed demons in the Afterworld. I’m glad we didn’t kill you after all.” 
 
    Daelin give Juliette a sharp look. 
 
     Juliette shrugged her shoulders and laughed. “It’s true, it’s true.” She had stopped wearing the hood around them lately, and it made Leoh smile.  
 
    Daelin put his hand on Leoh’s shoulder. “Regardless of Juliette’s sense of humour, walk through the door with your head held high.” 
 
    Leoh nodded. “What will you do now?”  
 
    Juliette smiled. “The Vipers agreed to let me see my family. But vengeance for my sister and parents burns deep. There is work to be done, hard work. The city must adjust to the murder of its high priest, and there will be turmoil for a while. I will remain in the shadows until things calm down. 
 
    “What about you, Daelin?” said Leoh.  
 
    “I’ve known death and destruction my entire life. Now I fear a life without it. I dreamed of raising crops and children, but those are for better men. The Vipers are the only family I have, and I cannot abandon them when they need direction. We can break free from the shackles of Elrancia and take our swords east. The grooves in Wulfrid’s chair would never agree with me.”  
 
    “Why east?” said Leoh. 
 
    “The king has a bounty on our heads for the murder of Vladnar. We should leave the city to avoid further bloodshed. It seems even in death, Vladnar has a hold over the king. There is a war in Iria, something the world has never seen before. If there is anybody that needs our help, it will be there. Bale will join us on the road, and I admit I enjoy having the big man around these days. I vow to carry on Wulfrid’s dream of restoring balance to the world. Perhaps, one day, we can all find peace and die old in our sleep.  
 
    “Poison is good for that,” said Juliette, cracking another smile.  
 
    Leoh shook his head. He was going to miss their company.  
 
    “Farewell, Leoh,” said Daelin. 
 
    “Farewell. May you both find peace.” 
 
    He watched as the two assassins walked to the edge of the square and disappeared. He was not sure if he would ever see them again.  
 
    Leoh turned towards Charlotte's house and breathed deep. He held onto the gate and felt it shake. Something stopped him from entering the garden. He let out a deep breath and felt the scar on his chest. The wound from the Sword of Song scarred over, but it locked in visions of terror in his dreams. Voices spoke in a foreign tongue. Perhaps time will heal those wounds. He didn’t feel the energy within him, but he wore the medallion, regardless. There was something comforting about it. To the point where he needed it. 
 
     Two weeks ago, he stumbled through here afraid, tired, and alone. Confidence flowed through him now as strong as any magic. His father battled the effects of the poison, but he grew stronger every day. He, too, felt the hollowness from the loss of magic.  
 
    Leoh ran his hand over the rail next to the gate. He remembered untying the horses, sending them galloping down the street. It marked a way point in Leoh’s life. He travelled a long road of blood and agony to get here. He felt the back of his neck and took a deep breath. He pushed open the gate and stepped into the garden. He closed his eyes and smelt the wild flowers Charlotte had planted along the path.  
 
    He stopped at the door, unsure whether to wait or knock. The door creaked, and Charlotte's father stepped out. He narrowed his eyes as he saw Leoh. His heart raced. What was he doing here? He shut his eyes and remembered their past meeting. Leoh was a disappointment, and a poor choice for his daughter. He now used the words to fuel his courage. 
 
    Lord Harlin stepped up to him. The lines on his weathered face tightened. “Leoh.” 
 
    “Sir.”  
 
    “Charlotte thinks you’re dead?” 
 
    Leoh raised an eyebrow. “Dead?” 
 
    “Yes, dead.” He eyed Leoh in the same way he did the last time they spoke. The contempt in his furrowed brow could drag down a mountain. He pointed a finger at Leoh. “You little shit, how dare you come back here after what you put her through. If you go through that door, you’ll stop her from moving on with her life. Because of you, she locked herself in the house for a week, sobbing as though it was me who died.” 
 
    Leoh clenched his fist and bared his teeth. “You have no idea.”  
 
    “I don’t know where you were, and I don’t care. I need to tell you something, and I need you to listen.”  
 
    “No, you need to listen,” said Leoh, his voice rising. “What makes you think I care what you believe? Perhaps if you made the time to talk to Charlotte and understand her, she wouldn’t have kept me a secret. I’ve made mistakes in my past, but my biggest regret was not standing up to bullies like you. All I see now is a tired old man, too blind to see the world outside of a ship’s hull.” Leoh realised he was only inches away from Lord Harlin’s face. He stepped back a few paces when he realised the man cowered underneath him. Leoh’s raised his fists and his mouth formed into a snarl. 
 
    Lord Harlin stepped back until he hit the door. “You’re different somehow.” His eyes widened as he considered his words. “I don’t know what sits easier with me. You have the look of a man who’s seen darkness. My grandfather had the look, and he beat me within an inch of my life. How does one change in such a short space of time?” 
 
    Leoh pumped his fists together, feeling his blood rush to them. When he breathed deep, the anger subsided. “I better see Charlotte, step out of my way, sir. I wanted to win your approval, but you threw my dreams onto the fire without a second thought.” 
 
    “I’ve given men, such as yourself, chances over the years.” 
 
    “Then I ask you to give me one more chance.” 
 
    An uneasy silence descended upon them. The creak of the garden gate the only sound. Leoh held his gaze. Lord Harlin was the first to break and paced in front of the door as if on the deck of his ship. “When I was a boy, my father sailed along the coast of Elrancia. There was a storm and the ship was destroyed, leaving the crew with no hope of making it to shore. For five days, I watched my mother cry as she mourned the loss of my father. But one day, he returned after a ship found them. We were reunited.” Lord Harlin’s shoulders sagged as he recalled the memory. “When I came to see Charlotte, I saw the same tears my mother shed for my father. That’s when I knew I underestimated my daughters feeling for you, Leoh.”  
 
    The words were a shock, but he remained calm. “Your daughter means more to me than life itself, Lord Harlin. You assume love is weighed in the same way as gold or silver. You cannot imagine what I’ve been through, but I’ll not let you speak ill of me without understanding the type of man I really am.”  
 
    “There is certainly something different about you, Leoh. I wasn’t lying when I looked into your eyes before. There is a fire there, a spark which was missing when we last met. I didn’t get to where I am today without it myself.”  
 
    Leoh saw an outstretched hand in front of him. He shook the hand of Lord Harlin with a firm grip. Leoh reached into his shirt pocket and handed him the figurehead of Charlotte. “Take this, I will help you rebuild your boat. Then perhaps we can place the figurehead together.”  
 
    Lord Harlin smiled and placed a hand on Leoh’s shoulder. “I give you my blessing. Take care of her, for she’s all I have.” He walked towards the gate and out of sight.  
 
     Leoh knocked on the door. His stomach twisted in knots. When the door didn’t open, he closed his eyes and pushed with the lightest touch. The hinges creaked in defiance, and a sweet smell of perfume wafted towards him, filling his heart with longing.  
 
    When he opened his eyes, they rested upon the most beautiful sight. Shadow black against the warm kiss of firelight, Charlotte sat on the leather couch, staring into the flames. She seemed a million miles away, even after all he had been through to get here. Charlotte turned her head slowly, giving him a sideways glance. Her arms stayed folded as if he brought in a winter chill. He closed the door behind him just to make sure.  
 
    “You’re alive?” said Charlotte, her voice cold.  
 
    Leoh nodded and staggered into the room, legs shaking. 
 
     “Where have you been?” said Charlotte, her voice now frozen.  
 
    “I found my father, but he’s sick. I travelled to the border between Elrancia and Holden to bring him back.” 
 
    “Another lie, Leoh, where have you really been?” 
 
    “Truth or darkness,” said Leoh. 
 
    “What does that mean?”  
 
    “A friend of mine used to say it. It means tell the truth or face the darkness. I can take you to my father if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    “Didn’t he abandon you, Leoh, leave you to run the shop and live your life alone.” 
 
    Leoh gulped. “He did, but all was not what it seemed. He’s sick, needed my help. Not one day passed that I never thought of coming back to apologise to you, and every step further away was like a dagger in the heart. The way I acted was selfish and built out of a web of fears I created in my head. I love you, and I’ll never treat you that way again.”  
 
    Charlotte stood up from the chair and faced Leoh. She remained where she was by the fire. “I could’ve helped you.” 
 
    “You helped me more than you could know. I felt ashamed by the way I spoke to you. The love of my life deserves the truth.”  
 
    Charlotte smiled, and Leoh could have wept at the sight of it. You’re finally home. She ran into his arms and his fears washed away. Her touch around his shoulders brought back all the memories he fought to remember. He was glad the magic was gone.  
 
    “I think I’m going crazy,” said Leoh.  
 
    Charlotte stared up at him. “You’re already crazy, you fool.” She nuzzled her face into his chest. “Don't ever frighten me again. I saw the rope at your house and thought the worst had happened to you.” Leoh’s heart froze. He closed his eyes and a tear washed down his cheek. His stomach tightened until his insides felt like they would snap. “Promise me you will never leave me again,” said Charlotte. 
 
    “I promise.”  
 
    He held Charlotte close to his chest and felt the wetness of tears soak through his shirt. He stared into the fireplace, watching as the flames consumed everything within it. The light crept up the walls like dark fingers. Sparks flew from the fire, rising higher and higher before fading and dying. He remembered the Afterworld and shivered. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Review 
 
    Thank you. I hope that you enjoyed reading this story as much as I enjoyed writing it. A review is the lifeblood of an author, so please leave a review online so that others can enjoy it too. Sign on to my newsletter at www.craigaird.com to get updates on future works. 
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