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‘A legacy is not what is recorded in history books or repeated in song, but what is
woven into the souls of those who remain.’
— Bai-turo Samar, Philosophies on Life: Year of the Church of the Sun 356

Prologue
The Old General

The Battle of Beldon Valley in the year of the Church of the Sun, 1852.
On the eve of his last battle, General Garon Allus Artifex-Dendra lay on his belly
upon a mountain ledge. The rock was smooth, the retreat of summer leaving it cold
to the touch. ‘What can you see through that thing?’ he murmured.
‘Just about everything that's going on below,’ replied the hooded mage beside
him, not taking his eye from the device.
‘Is it enchanted?’
The mage looked around and Garon saw anxiety in his dark eyes.
‘No. I call it a telescope…’
Garon put on a mask of mock disappointment.
‘…but I did use magic to help construct it,’ the mage finished.
Garon changed his expression, widening his eyes in anticipation, and the mage
offered the telescope in response. Garon placed it against his eye and pointed it at
the valley below.
Lieutenant General Quain Marln broke the moments of silence that followed. ‘I’m
estimating twenty thousand soldiers, six hundred archers, no cavalry or chariots… I
think I’ve found three mages so far, and… What are those things?’
‘Big,’ Garon replied.
‘I can see that much,’ said Quain.
‘They have long teeth,’ said Garon. ‘Lots of long teeth in a mouth that opens very
wide… Also, claws the size of a man. Six of them in a line — and they do not look
very happy.’ He removed his eye from the telescope and looked around with a frown.
‘Food is being prepared and one of them has what looks like a camp cook in its
mouth.’
The mage uttered some word-like sounds with his own gaze concentrated on the
events below. ‘Interesting…’ he said.
‘Zeivite, what are those things?’ demanded Garon.
‘It is hard to be sure from this distance,’ Zeivite replied. ‘In part, they are
something summoned from… elsewhere. I see summoning magic at work.’
‘Can’t you un-summon them?’
‘This sort of thing is not really my speciality.’
‘But can you do it?’
‘I’d need to research the problem for a while.’
Garon’s tone sank. ‘How long?’
Zeivite leant his head forward, stretching stiff neck muscles, and scratched under
the hood of his blue-green robes until he felt he could delay answering no longer.
‘Two… maybe three —’
‘Hours?’ Garon interrupted eagerly.
‘— years.’ Zeivite sighed.

‘I don’t think they are going to wait that long before marching south and attacking,’
said Garon, handing the telescope back to the mage, his eyes still fixed on the
clawed creatures.
‘Have faith,’ said Quain, ‘we've never been beaten before, and Zeivite always has
a new trick hidden up his sleeves.’ He flashed the mage a broad grin.
‘There is always a first time for losing,’ Zeivite said gravely. ‘And they are not
tricks, as you well know.’
Zeivite returned the telescope to his right eye and continued to observe the
beasts. The one with the cook in its mouth opened its jaw and dropped the body.
Soldiers avoided the beast like chickens round a tethered hunting dog — except one,
who strayed too close and was swiped into a cooking fire by a claw. A commander
wearing a peaked helmet with ear guards started shouting and pointing. Unarmed
messengers ran off into different parts of the camp as the soldier in the fire, too
wounded to move, screamed and smoke began to rise. Another beast, the one
nearest the general and his scouting party, repeatedly pulled on its chains.
Garon and Quain shuffled closer together on their elbows. They talked while
studying how the soldiers were armed and armoured. At this distance, it felt like an
after-dinner game they had played hundreds of times. They had done this for real
more times than any of them wanted to count. The valley widened to the north, from
where the enemy came. In the south, it narrowed and deepened. A river ran down its
western side. They held onto the hope that the enemy’s greater numbers would be
less of an advantage there where they would be waiting for them. Dendra Castle, the
ancestral home of the monarchs of Valendo, was perched on a low rock buttress at
the south end of the valley in defiance of all attempts from the Kingdom of Nearhon
to conquer it.
Zeivite watched the beast break free of its chains. Soldiers scattered as it ran to
the fire, picked up the burning soldier, still screaming, and shoved him headfirst into
its mouth. The first beast chained beside the fire lashed out at the newcomer with its
claws.
‘Hungry... and they seem to like the smell of burning flesh. That has potential,’
mused Garon.
‘I don’t think burning some of our soldiers as a distraction is a sensible move for
morale, General,’ Quain muttered, with a smirk.
Garon chuckled. ‘Pigs.’
‘They smell like people when burned,’ replied Quain, his smirk fading.
‘We’re done here,’ Garon grunted, then turned and crawled away from the rock
ledge.
***
Brown eyes looked out from beneath a blackened leather hood, studying the
scene below from the shadows above the rock ledge. The man kept watch on the
activity in the valley after the other three men had left. A mage in purple robes arrived
and calmed the beast, seeming to control it as it allowed itself to be chained again.
Double chains this time. Men waved and shook their fists at each other in anger;
none of them approached the mage. Food was distributed to the soldiers. The man
saw no signs the general’s scouting party had been seen and no sign of enemy
scouts. It was quiet, with just a gentle breeze drifting in from the south.

His job done, the scout commander slipped out of the shadows to follow the
general and deliver his report.
***
In the light of dawn, General Garon Artifex-Dendra stood by his horse, looking like
a statue already carved in his honour. Before him stood ten formations of soldiers in
an arrangement debated late into the previous evening. Behind him, there were three
hundred cavalry horses, four hundred archers and catapults.
Catapults were not new on the general’s battlefields, but a dozen spit-roasted
pigs tended by cooks were. Standard-bearers were positioned in front of the
catapults at the centre, the yellow sun on royal blue flags wavering in the breeze.
Further south, at their backs, stood Dendra Castle, their capital city, Tranmure, and
their wives, children and hopes for a peaceful life.
Garon looked behind and nodded to a man in black armour on a dark warhorse at
the head of the cavalry formation. A bronze sun blazed on the rider’s shield and he
held a mace in his right hand. Unlike the other cavalrymen, his visor was already
closed. The rider nodded in reply, then Garon faced forward and began to lead his
horse up the middle of the field. The soldiers were armed with spears, large shields
and short-swords for close-formation fighting.
In the centre of their ranks, Garon stopped, a clank of his plate armour
punctuating the halt. ‘This is the Silver Warrior’s place, my friend,’ he said to Quain.
‘May you find trouble before it finds you.’
They clasped hands in the warrior’s handshake. It appeared more like the start of
an arm wrestle than a gesture of goodwill.
‘I do like the nickname the men have chosen for me,’ Quain said, ‘but is it my
armour or my tongue that inspired it?’
Garon grinned. ‘You can ask them at the after-battle feast.’
The general and his mage continued their procession up the field.
‘I used to be a mercenary looking for adventure to test myself. How did I get this
job?’ Garon mused, voice too low for anyone but Zeivite to hear.
‘You married a princess, which puts you in a position where a king may make use
of you.’
‘She didn’t tell me she was a princess until it was too late.’
‘You’re softer than you look.’
‘So is she — not that anyone believes me. If only I’d married someone
uncomplicated, like your Tania.’
‘I wouldn’t say she was uncomplicated,’ Zeivite replied, eyes wide. ‘She manages
Green Island Castle better than Quain ever could, or wants to, yet you bestowed it to
him.’
‘You could have had your own castle.’
‘And I could turn you into a scrap of amphibious pond life. Fortunately, neither of
these things will be allowed to happen. Green Island Castle has a great library
adjoining ideal laboratory space.’
‘Painter and sculptor’s room, wasn’t it?’
‘Yes. The natural light is wonderful.’
Garon stopped next to his special operators. There were only thirty of them and
they were a very different kind of soldier, wearing metal dome helmets, lightweight

chainmail and leather armour. Each was armed with a long sword and crossbow.
Some carried grappling hooks and ropes; others a pair of spears and other smaller
assortments of tools.
They watched the unnatural beasts in the enemy Nearhon army’s ranks silently
lift their heads, open their tooth-filled mouths and claw at the sky.
‘How come we don’t get summoned beasts to fight for us, sir?’ came a shout.
Garon shouted back, ‘Commander Jaygee, look to your right at the twenty-nine
summoned beasts ready to go. You outnumber those puppies five to one. It will be
like picking flowers for your mother in the garden.’
‘Yes, sir!’
The operators laughed, a sound that drew the fear from nearby soldiers like the
wind stealing smoke from a campfire.
Garon mounted his horse and raised a flag. Cooks started to heave pigs off spits
and load the catapults. The cavalrymen led by the black rider closed their helmet
visors.
From the approaching Nearhon army, the six summoned beasts leapt forward.
The thought of Valendo soldiers as their source of sustenance was forefront in their
minds, forced on them by their purple robed masters.
Garon thrust out his arm, saying, ‘It is time.’
Zeivite muttered something, cupping his hands, then reached up to grasp the
mail-covered forearm as Garon hauled him onto the warhorse.
The mage spoke again, moving his hands around the shape of the horse, the
general and himself. All three of them vanished. Only hoofprints on the ground and
the sound of the horse’s breathing betrayed their presence.
Garon quickly clamped his legs to the saddle and the horse launched into a
gallop up the middle of the field through a gap between soldier formations. They
crossed the zone where friend and foe mixed in a chaos of metal and blood. Garon
watched the clawed beasts ripping limbs and heads from bodies.
Rippers would be the right name for them, he thought grimly.
The only sounds they made came from weapons and armour being wrenched
aside, and bones torn from muscle.
This is insane, Garon thought as he rode on, forcing the thought and sounds of
screaming from his mind. The Vale horse beneath him was bred for strength and
stamina, not speed. He waited, still invisible, with forced patience for the ground to
the back of the enemy army to pass. Few soldiers noticed the sound of beating
hooves and divots of turf kicked up by the invisible horse.
***
In the middle of the field, Quain swept his sword from its scabbard; a yellow jewel
in the hilt lit up like the opening of a lizard’s eye. He saw the beasts that would
become known as Rippers cut into the front ranks of his men. Not trusting even a
warhorse to face up to them, he ran as fast as his armour would allow towards the
nearest. He watched the beast move as he approached, swinging his sword to warm
his arm muscles. One man was dealt a deadly blow and his head, severed by a
huge claw, spun through the air at Quain. He raised his shield to deflect the head and
slowed, waiting for an opening. There were too many soldiers trying to engage the
beast with swords that lacked the reach to be effective.

‘Make way!’ Quain cried.
Men scattered to the sides and Quain advanced between clawed arms, stabbed
the beast’s narrow chest where its heart and lungs should be. A claw grabbed him
and threw him to the ground. Struggling to rise quickly while encased in armour,
Quain knelt beneath the thrashing claws and raised his blade to ward off the blows,
but he was too slow in turning its edge to make a cut. Another claw grabbed his
shield and pulled; Quain used the force to rise to his feet before releasing the shield
and retreating a few steps, breathing hard.
The Ripper, finding no body attached to the shield, dropped it and advanced. The
Silver Warrior took his sword in both hands, stepped forward and slashed. A claw
tumbled into the enemy ranks. Quain turned like clockwork with the Ripper’s
movement, taking the second approaching claw onto his blade, cutting fingers.
Reversing the swing, he crouched and cut into its knee cap.
Oblivious to its wounds, the lame beast limped after him. He stepped back,
assessing the increasingly wretched thing the way a woodsman considers a
troublesome tree stump. Timing a two-handed swing to avoid a slashing claw, he cut
off the beast’s good leg. The Ripper fell and Quain beheaded it with two more
strokes. Vacant black eyes stared at Dendra Castle as five more of the beasts
scythed their way through soldiers, moving ever forward. The Rippers picked up the
dying, biting into them as they struggled for their last breath, and then tossed them
aside.
The catapults released, flinging six roasted pigs over the Rippers' heads into the
enemy ranks.
Quain looked up from the Ripper he had dismembered. He was isolated in a no
man’s land between the armies, created by the sweep of huge claws that now lay
still. The enemy soldiers ahead of him formed up and advanced. One on one, he was
unmatched by anyone other than, perhaps arguably (and argued it was around many
tavern tables), the general himself. But the weight of the enemy numbers would
crush him.
Backing off, he retrieved his shield and joined his own advancing soldiers.
Hunting for another Ripper, he worked his way across the field towards the river.
***
Still invisible, Garon and Zeivite slid from the back of their horse and checked the
location of three enemy mages. They were spread across the back of the field, each
focused on the purpose of the Rippers they controlled.
‘Where are they now?’ whispered Garon.
Upon the utterance of a few inhuman words, Zeivite’s awareness entered the
whole battlefield. He felt the creeping flow of the conflict and his eyes glazed in
concentration as he focused on what he was seeking. ‘Give it ten more seconds,’ he
muttered.
Garon measured four breaths, then drew the twin of Quain’s sword. Its yellow
jewel lit up like the opening of a lizard’s eye and he froze, then suddenly yelled, ‘I’m
not too old for this!’
He came back to his senses.
With more strange words, Zeivite began a show. His audience were the archers
arrayed on the field, for, in this moment, the general and the mage reappeared.

Zeivite directed a bolt of magical energy at the nearest enemy mage in purple robes
on their left. The bolt flashed, spread and melted into an unseen spherical shield
surrounding the mage. Panicked archers took aim — mostly at Zeivite. Some archers
were slain by more bolts of energy, while others fired arrows that bounced away from
an invisible shield surrounding Zeivite and Garon. Neither man flinched. They had the
enemy mage’s attention now; with one of his Rippers destroyed, he was more able to
deal with his new attackers.
Garon advanced. Zeivite matched his steps and their prey stepped back, casting
his own volley of energy bolts. A brilliant spectrum of coloured light obscured their
vision as the bolts battered Zeivite’s shield, and suddenly they found themselves
teetering on the edge of a deep hole. A shower of earth fell to the ground around
them.
‘Hurry,’ Zeivite called as Garon took out a throwing knife. The mage touched the
knife, adding an enchantment, and then Garon threw it. The knife tumbled through
the air and glowed as it passed through the enemy’s invisible shield. It struck and
dispelled the enemy mage’s last line of defence — a shield that covered the skin.
The purple-robed mage wore an expression of determination as he raised his arms to
begin complex magic.
‘What’s he doing?’ Garon demanded.
‘Something we cannot afford him to finish.’
The men crouched.
‘How’s your timing?’ Garon muttered.
A grin spread on Zeivite’s usually stern face.
They saw the black-armoured rider break through foliage on the riverbank onto
the battlefield, a cloud of silence moving with him. A short gallop away stood a tall
figure in purple robes, sporting messy black hair and thick eyebrows that marked him
out as Magnar. He was the architect of Nearhon’s war campaign, and the rider’s
primary target. The tall mage saw movement in his peripheral vision and dropped
control over his Rippers as he threw a look of frustration at the approaching rider.
With a flick of his hand and a brief word, a fading silhouette full of blue stars became
the only sign he had been there at all. With his intended target gone, the rider
advanced on the mage facing Garon and Zeivite. Behind him, the cavalry cleared the
riverbank and ran down the lines of archers, scattering them with lance and sword.
Garon and Zeivite watched the enemy mage working his next magic and saw the
black rider’s mace wind up ready to swing. Silence enveloped the mage, cutting off
his words, then the mace crushed his skull propelling the body forward into the mud.
‘Too bad Magnar didn’t take this position,’ Garon grumbled.
***
Commander Jaygee lowered Zeivite’s telescope, half turning to his sergeant.
‘One mage dead. Now let’s see what the beasts do when they can make up their own
minds.’
‘Shouldn’t that beast be stuffing pig down its neck about now?’ the sergeant
asked.
‘Looks to me like it’s going after the dying. It’s not eating anything, just sucking on
them. Doesn’t appear the pigs are going to work. Judging by Quain’s fight, they don’t
have a heart to hit!’ Jaygee shouted, gesturing up the field. ‘Operators, use

crossbows. Take out enemy soldiers behind the beast and see if we can send it that
way.’
The operators spread out. Crossbow bolts started zipping through the air around
the Ripper that showed no awareness they were there. A Nearhon soldier took a bolt
in the face and another in the neck. The ungainly beast turned, grabbed the dying
man and stuck him headfirst in its mouth, sucked on the body before casting it away
and hunting for the next. The operators kept a rhythm going, laying a trail of the dying
back into the Nearhon ranks. Jaygee yelled, ‘Get a supply of crossbow bolts coming
up here, and make it fast! You — run!’ He pointed at the first soldier he laid eyes on,
who sprinted off.
***
Garon and Zeivite marched at a brisk pace across the back of the battlefield,
moving away from the river. Archers were no longer a threat, but the rear soldier
formation turned to face them. Painted eyes of a hundred white wolves decorating
the Nearhon soldiers’ black shields glared at them. If so many men could have one
mind, it was as if they were trying to find the courage to advance on the general and
the mage. Herd mentality appeared to take over, and with little speed and less
conviction they moved forward.
‘They were not meant to notice us or be brave enough to rush us,’ said Garon
grimly.
‘Optimistic notion,’ Zeivite replied. ‘I wanted to avoid the alternative. It’s a lot of
ground to cover.’
They halted and Garon shielded his battle mage while he worked his magic.
Heartbeats thumped in Zeivite’s chest. Angry sounds came from his mouth. As the
clank of shields and short swords crept closer, the mage whipped his hands skyward.
Flames erupted from the ground and spread faster than a galloping Nearhon Plain
horse to the left and right, blocking the soldiers’ advance. Zeivite gasped, wiping his
hands down his face, taking a layer of sweat with them. In the centre of his chest, a
knot of tension bloomed and an ache settled over his head like an unwanted helmet.
He tried to keep away worries of how soon in the battle the use of magic was taking
its toll, as dwelling on it would only make it worse.
Marching — think about marching. One foot, then the next. Feel the surface of the
ground under my feet. Feel the breath in my lungs, the warmth of the fires on my
face.
Zeivite took a breath, an uncertain look playing across his face as he marched on
to the end of his line of mage fire. They needed more cover. He spoke again —
angry, unintelligible words — and, with a gesture, the burning ground extended right
under the feet of another enemy mage ahead of them. More pain rushed into his
head and the tension in his chest gave a cruel twist. He struggled to accept the pain,
embrace it, but failed. His only thought was to cast it out, but that made it worse and
he stifled a gasp.
Ahead of them, a purple-robed mage with bulging eyes and a bald head stood in
a transparent sphere with flames licking around it. Zeivite had faced him before. And
failed before.
His plans interrupted, the bald mage looked agitated. Agitation switched to
indecisiveness; should he maintain control over his Rippers, pressing them on to the

back of Valendo’s army, or deal with the general and his mage? He stepped back out
of the flames, faced them, and then raised his hands palms down and started to
speak.
‘We’ve got to stop him,’ barked Zeivite.
‘Run!’ shouted Garon.
‘Too slow.’ With a strange word and a flick of his hand, Zeivite was gone in a
fading silhouette pricked with blue stars.
The purple-robed mage dropped his hands and directed his magic at the general.
Garon didn’t know what to expect, least of all nothing. The mage cursed. The magic
intended to tear down Zeivite’s shield came too slowly. He started to speak again,
then felt a push from behind and found himself on hands and knees, his next
invocation dying on his lips. Zeivite was there with dagger drawn; he hated fighting
like this. Stabbing down, he found the ground as his opponent rolled sideways and
stood, dagger in hand. Zeivite stood and stepped in close taking a dagger slash. The
iron-like protection around Zeivite’s skin, the mage’s last line of defence against
natural weapons, collapsed. He let go of his dagger and reached out with his mind to
start the flow of magic, shaping it with his voice and hands into energy bolts. Before
he could finish, the enemy mage grimaced and thrust his dagger towards him.
A year ago, Garon had helped Zeivite off another battlefield after his last
encounter with the bald mage. ‘Can’t you just double up that iron skin magic of
yours?’
‘No, not really, it works by… Well, it’s not like putting on more clothes. The layer
only works at a specific distance from the skin…’ Zeivite stopped at the confused
glare from the general.
Garon had been silent for a while. ‘Shame another magic skin can’t start when
the first ends, kind of like a second movement in a concerto.’
Zeivite had then limped along staring at the ground trying to make sense of what
he had just heard. ‘I don’t know, I’ll have to think about it for a while, maybe…’
‘By tomorrow?’
‘…a few months.’ In fact, it had taken nearly ten months and an elaborate piece of
jewellery that the finest jeweller on Green Island needed five attempts to get right.
Now, less than a heartbeat before the dagger struck, the collapse of one magic
skin triggered the formation of another from the centrepiece of a necklace Zeivite
wore under his robe. He was aware of the dagger point stopping short of his chest
and the collapse of the second skin, but his concentration remained. He launched
energy bolts from inside his target’s shield that pounded and burnt a fist-sized hole
through his chest. Charred, bloody gore splattered over Zeivite’s front while far more
sprayed out of the purple-robed mage’s back.
***
Quain pushed his way through ranks of men, making his way towards two
Rippers near the river. Eyes widened in terror and some men lost control of their
bladders as a Ripper appeared to turn in their direction. In desperation, they got
creative, crouched into a dome formation with spears and swords jutting out through
shields. They held their position like a strange, spiked beetle as Valendo soldiers
before them were cast aside with the beast’s relentless progress. The Ripper took

only heartbeats longer to tear through the beetle formation. Quain began to believe
the men might actually break and run unless he did something soon.
Through the cacophony of screams, clank of metal and the crunch of bone in the
path of the Ripper’s claws, he yelled, ‘Make way!’
Abruptly, the carnage ceased.
The Ripper stood tall and turned its head towards the back of the battlefield. It
paused. Blood dribbled from the end of its sharp metal claws. Its body turning, it
began an awkward run, swatting soldiers out of its path as it went.
A second Ripper followed.
Meanwhile, the special operators followed their freed Ripper, still coaxing it
towards the Nearhon soldiers, with pairs of men alternating between firing and
reloading crossbows. Foot soldiers covered their flanks. Some Nearhons fell under
crossbow fire, while others faced the onslaught of the clawed beast, cleverly drawn in
their direction by their craving to bite on the dying. The enemy soldiers fell back and
the Ripper started to cast around, looking for new targets.
‘We need to keep this thing busy!’ yelled Jaygee. He looked around, his group
was starting to overextend itself in the field. ‘Better take it across the field, to cover
our rear,’ he commanded. Suddenly, his eyes went wide as he saw the two Rippers
running towards them. Valendo soldiers made the beetle-like formation. Crossbow
bolts tried to find a mark. Jaygee had his long sword in hand, waiting, timing a swing.
The first Ripper shifted course and passed by, the second heading the same way
moments later. With no time to think about what the running Rippers were doing, he
turned back to the other Ripper and yelled a command: ‘Get back to keeping this one
busy before we lose control of it.’
***
Magnar looked on from the edge of the battlefield. Whatever faults he had as a
general, underestimating his enemies was never one of them. Yet he had seen his
two most capable battle mages brought down. Hot with anger at their failure and with
himself, he forced his will on the two Rippers he controlled that had been fighting
Quain’s group, drawing them onwards to the old general and his mage. They were
coming, huge clawed hands flapping as they ran awkwardly on short legs. Soldiers
scurried out of their path. Magnar smiled; the beasts would soon be upon them.
***
The Great Hall of Dendra Castle was built at the highest level of the main keep.
Queen Amari of Valendo stood in the central northern window with a view over the
valley. Her husband, Garon, always a better general than a king-consort, was out
there on the battlefield. Her expression was unreadable, much the same as her only
son, Prince Ceoric, who stood beside her. Prince Ceoric’s wife quietly noticed a
twitching muscle in her husband’s cheek — the only sign of his inner tension. She
also observed the others in the room. The ambassador from the neighbouring
Kingdom of Emiria was there, along with the elected representatives of the three city
states in southern Valendo. Prince Ceoric had insisted the representatives came up
here to view the battle and watch their kingdom teeter on the brink. War was
expensive, in lives and money, and had gone on for years with young adults never

knowing a time without it. No representative had ever been elected a second term in
the thirty years since their inception. It was time to make them see the war was real
and on their doorstep, to see where the lives and the money went.
‘We should have voted for a bigger military budget,’ one whispered to another.
If the queen heard, she didn’t respond. Her eyes flicked across the battle scene,
her attention drawn to the only Rippers on the field moving with purpose. They were
heading towards the back of the battlefield.
***
Mounting head and chest pain forced Zeivite’s brow to knit in concentration. He
drew deep breaths, trying to relieve the constrictive burning feeling. Catastrophic
thoughts rushed into his mind.
The battle’s not nearly over. What if I can’t do this anymore? Zeivite thought.
What if Garon is killed? These beasts would wipe out our army and march south.
They’ll make it to Green Island — the castle would never withstand Magnar’s assault
if I’m dead on this field.
He shook his head. Get a grip! he thought fiercely.
Garon caught up and stood inside the protection of Zeivite’s shield. ‘Well, that got
him. Not bad at all.’ Garon watched smoke rising from the hole in the dead mage’s
chest for a moment. Then they both looked around. Zeivite reached out with his now
fading battle sense. There was no sense of Magnar, but he had to be out there and
he wouldn’t be found this way.
‘What’s going on?’
Zeivite forced calm into his voice. ‘Released beasts are attacking everyone…
Two of them are favouring Nearhon men — they’re breaking their formations. There
is another beast… no, two… coming this way.’
‘Any ideas?’ asked Garon.
Zeivite fought through a treacle fog of head pain and tried to make complex
calculations and patterns in his mind. He no longer trusted his judgement and snarled
like a cornered predator.
‘Only this.’
He made angry sounds and flame burst under the enemy soldiers and spread on
the path of the approaching Rippers. Pain exploded at the flow of magic like hot
knives stabbing into his brain, his twisted chest barely allowing breath for the scream.
His consciousness swam. Time slowed. Through watering eyes, he watched the
ungainly run of a Ripper in flames. It raised its claws, bared its teeth and leapt from
the battlefield into his mind — a burning nightmare he took with him into his new
world of blackness and silence.
Garon measured the blazing Ripper’s approach, then lunged forward, plunging
his sword into its chest. He pulled back, hair and beard burning, expecting the
monster to fall and die. A flaming claw slashed into his right side and armour plating
was ripped off his arm; claw blades cut into flesh and his sword spun out of his grasp.
Garon dove after the sword with his left hand. The burning Ripper tried to follow
its first strike but the fire had consumed too much of its body and it crumpled to the
ground.
Before Garon had a chance to rise, energy bolts pounded into his back, quickly
burning through his armour. Praying the unconscious mage still had his invisible

shield around him, Garon rolled and crawled for cover. More bolts came, but they
melted into the shield. He sighed in relief.
One Ripper remained.
Garon stood, sword in his left hand, with half his hair and beard burnt away and
his right hand tucked into his belt. The Ripper bore down on him with both claws as
he leapt aside with an awkward back-swing that earnt him no more than a minor cut
on the unfeeling beast.
Garon pushed back against his own pain, then side-stepped and danced around
the lumbering beast, attempting to strike it. Exhaustion was mounting fast as he
struggled to carry his injured right arm in the heat. Predictable though it was
becoming, the beast succeeded in stripping leg plates from Garon’s armour.
Garon found the rhythm he desperately needed. With several turns and counterstrikes, he cut off a claw, unbalancing the beast, before he roared out and hacked
through the beast’s back in three strokes. He quickly moved to stand over the heap
of blue-green robes on the ground that was Zeivite.
Magnar glared at him, dark eyes overflowing with hatred. Staring back, Garon
tried to steady his breathing and not react to what he had just seen in his peripheral
vision. He cried out, ‘Why do you send summoned beasts to stand against me?’
The black-armoured rider, now on foot, was approaching Magnar and bringing his
cloud of silence with him. The scout commander followed, just as silently.
Magnar, filled with a human need to vent his frustration, hissed back at Garon,
‘Because mere men cannot —’
His next words were cut off as he turned in alarm and fled from the rider, who was
almost upon him. Weighed down with armour, the rider was quickly outpaced; not so
the scout commander, who leapt from the rocks and gave chase. A stream of energy
bolts raced at the nimble man, who caught one on the shoulder before taking cover
behind a rock. Many more blasts created a spray of molten rock and shrapnel.
Heartbeats passed in silence.
Indecision.
The scout commander took a chance and popped his head up and down for a
quick look over the rock.
Nothing.
He stood.
Still nothing.
Magnar was gone.
Garon stood guard over Zeivite, sword ready in his left hand, the fires casting an
orange glow on the undamaged side of his sweating body. He remained there for
hours unchallenged before the cavalry carried them both out of Beldon Valley.
***
The Nearhon army lost purpose and courage with the remaining Rippers breaking
their formations under the influence of the special operator’s tactics. Directionless,
they fought only for their own survival.
As the fires created by Zeivite’s magic died out the enemy steadily quit the field.
One remaining Nearhon commander who had evaded the special operators all day
long led them. A final crunch of sword onto the backbone of the last Ripper pinned
down by lance and spear brought a strange quiet to the battlefield.

Quain raised his helmet visor and stared down at a Nearhon soldier’s body lying
at his feet on the broken muddy ground. The soldier had many bloody slashes and
puncture wounds across his chest. One of the victims of a Ripper. Quain frowned as
he looked at the man’s face, sunken and creased like a dark grape dried in the sun,
the mouth frozen open in a soundless scream. ‘Poor soul,’ he whispered to himself.
‘Heck of a day’s work, sir,’ Jaygee declared.
‘Yeah, heck of a mess too,’ Quain answered, looking up. He sheathed his sword
and offered Jaygee the warriors’ handshake.
‘Shame I never managed to pin down that last commander. Ugly brute. He had
the strangest beard braids I’ve ever seen,’ said Jaygee.
‘Look on the bright side: sooner or later, there’ll be another battle and another
chance to get him.’ Quain grinned.
Burning the Valendo dead took the few men assigned to the task many days. In
line with ancient Nearhon Whitelander and Plainlander tribal customs, their fallen
were left covered over with earth where they lay.
***
Jaygee walked the corridors of Dendra Castle, dress boots knocking out a rhythm
on the stone floor. He heard Garon growling before he entered the washroom.
‘I look ridiculous.’
‘Well I could shave off all the beard, sir,’ said a manservant, standing by with
soap and razor.
Jaygee leant against the doorframe, watching a bald Garon whirl around the
room, polished metal mirror in his left hand, right arm in a sling and eyes fixated on
the patch of hair on his lip and chin. A magnificent beard had once hung there.
‘Jay, what do you make of this?’ Garon suddenly demanded.
Quain might have replied with a witty remark involving goats. Then again, even
he might have suppressed that urge under the glare Garon gave Jaygee.
‘It’s a very noble look, sir — intimidating, even.’
Garon tossed the mirror onto a table where it landed with a clatter. ‘I’ve got to go
up in front of the men like this tonight!’
Jaygee excused himself with a nod and left.
***
That evening, Garon strode into the Great Hall. He kept his eyes determinedly on
the chair at the head table as he passed his men, only consenting to look at them
when he’d reached his seat. His special operators were among those present, and
every single one of them had their head freshly shaved. Those that had beards wore
them shaved back to the lip and chin. Garon blinked, swallowed and drew breath. He
raised a goblet of wine in a toast. ‘To the fallen, rest. To those of us left behind,
always be a step ahead of your enemy.’
All but one repeated the toast.
As they drank, there was a faint ‘tink’ ‘tink’ ‘tink’ sound of a wine goblet vibrating
against a plate. Zeivite sat quivering, staring straight ahead.
It was in the room.
Why did no one else see it?

The burning Ripper was swiping aside tables and setting them alight with its great
steel claws. It turned and stared at the mage with its dead, black eyes.
It was coming for him.

Chapter 1
Prince Cory

The Battle of Haliford, 1821: ‘The Battle That Never Was.’
People’s Army of Valendo led by Mercenary General Garon Allus
Artifex-Dendra.
Deaths: None.
Kingdom Army of Valendo led by King Jeremiah Dendra the 4th
Deaths: None.
Civil war was averted, a new constitution was written and the first
representatives of the three southern city states elected.
— Excerpt from the War Histories of Valendo
Spring, the year of the Church of the Sun, 1867 — fifteen years after the last Battle of
Beldon Valley.
General Garon's body lay enshrined in a suit of plate armour on top of the funeral
pyre, his soul beyond the care of the archpriest standing over him on a platform.
The archpriest stood like a dark angel in a black robe too heavy to be moved by a
playful wind that toyed with his wispy hair. The bronze sun hanging around his neck
shone in the daylight, striking out from a blue sky above the mountains.
He calmly surveyed the souls that he watched over. They filled the churchyard
and spilt out down the road to the city. A king and his queen, princes, ministers of
high office, soldiers, miners, tavern keepers; men, women and children from all walks
of life. The funeral pyre was lit and the archpriest cleared his throat, placing his right
palm over his stomach. Hushed conversations faded and all eyes turned to him. He
drew breath, the air infused with the taste of melting mountain snow.
‘Garon Allus Artifex-Dendra was the son of a shipbuilder. He was a husband,
father, grandfather, mercenary, soldier, our king-consort and the greatest general the
Kingdom of Valendo has ever known...’
The people listened to the eulogy and the fire blazed.
Cory squeezed his eyes shut. Rolling waves of heat washed over his face. It felt
as if, on passing the boundary of his skin, the waves transformed into a burning
sensation of grief that washed down inside him. Closed eyes kept the funeral pyre
smoke from invading, but his eyelids still stung with the tears that forced their way out
despite his resolve to stay strong in front of so many people.
He summoned in his mind the image of his grandfather smiling. The old general
had done a lot of that with his youngest grandson over the years. Beneath the thick,
well-groomed grey beard and moustache, it was clear there was a huge smile. Even
the eyes, blue and deep as a glacial lake, smiled, and the ears lifted just a touch. The
world always seemed a brighter and better place with his grandfather’s smile and his
wild stories.

Listening to the archpriest’s eulogy, he felt he scarcely knew a fraction of his
grandfather’s achievements or the many other dimensions of his character. It was as
if he had held a sparkling diamond in the palm of his hand for a lifetime without ever
turning it around to see its other sides, or even realising that he could.
The mourning music that tradition dictated had trumpeted its last note, one which
cloaked the crowd like a soft, comforting blanket. Cory opened his eyes and stared
into flames that danced like excited little demons. Their feet, hidden beneath fiery
robes, kicked and tramped on the wood that cracked and spat up bright orange
sparks. Mesmerised by their games, he blinked to escape their spell, drew in a deep
shuddering breath and tried to exhale the sickening feeling of grief inside. The little
fire demons defeated his efforts by throwing hot smoke into his throat. He coughed.
Grief still chewed and clung onto him.
‘I don’t want any of that depressing nonsense they usually play at funerals,’ his
grandfather had told him, long before Cory had even considered his grandfather
might actually die one day. ‘I want that piece Lister wrote honouring the victory at
Beldon Valley. Always wakes me up and gets the heart pounding.’
The orchestra started its rousing recital with heavy drum beats and the crowd
took the cue and began to leave.
The last week of Cory’s life had been filled with attending to every last detail of
the funeral arrangements. At the start, he’d had no idea what to do; priests and
masters of ceremony normally did this job. It was the last challenge the old general
ever set him, and, irregular though it was, Archpriest Ranold himself insisted it was in
accordance with Garon’s last will and testament. Cory had no choice. He’d asked the
people who normally did this job for help and directed them to follow his grandfather’s
wishes.
Cory had no plan for what to do next. The rest of his life seemed to stretch away
from him like an endless grey mist. There was only one plan of action he could think
of.
Cory took hold of himself and, without explanation to family around him, left the
fire demons behind and strode purposefully through the crowd. The younger of his
two older brothers, Sebastian, watched him go. Cory looked back through the crowd,
pointing to a horse tethered by the entrance to the churchyard. His brother gave a
single nod — not that permission was required between these brothers at a time like
this. Cory flicked the reins free, mounted the horse and headed along the road
towards the lake. He searched the skies for somewhere to place his attention in an
attempt to escape from the painful, draining feeling within. A swan glided down,
flared its wings and made an almost elegant landing on the water. The splash made
ripples, glittering in the sunlight, as the bird drifted behind a stand of yellow flowers
straining up to the sun. Cory stared without focus into the ripples for a time he
couldn’t measure. Drawing a deep breath, he attempted again to loosen the grief that
held him.
He looked back towards the city and the wind caught his loose curled black hair
and blew it away from one ear. Smoke from the funeral pyre was barely visible now.
The orchestra had packed up and gone; the mourners melted away to their daily
lives. How long had he been by the lake?
Cory clamped his knees to the flanks of the brown stallion and it took off. Cory
lost himself in the rhythmic thumping of hooves on the ground and the landscape
around him. Winter snows had lost the battle with the warming weather and were in

full retreat. The valley walls streamed with seasonal waterfalls shedding their own
tears into the lake. He followed a suddenly unfamiliar river up the valley, never
having seen it run so high. The riverbanks were soft and treacherous. Cory quickly
slowed the stallion to a fast walk, the hooves sinking with a cracking crunch
producing a new rhythm to accompany the chattering river.
Free from the concentration the faster pace demanded, he looked above the
valley walls. The land ended and the sky began halfway to the heavens here. The
highest peaks shone with permanent snow that the lower, darker crags could not
reach. The huff of the horse’s breath mixed with the clank of cowbells. Brown cows
lifted their heads from their green feast and watched with drowsy eyes as the horse
and rider passed by. This route up the valley wound its way with the river. With the
soft going, Cory was beginning to think keeping to the road might have been a better
idea.
If souls really did part from the dead and visit their favourite places before moving
on to the light of Heaven, this is where his grandfather would be travelling now. So
Cory had to be here too.
The river followed a bend in the valley and it’s chattering sounds were drowned
out by the constant thunder of falling water. The white towers and walls of Dendra
Castle casually slid into view, rooted on its rocky hill. The continuous thunder grew to
a louder, more spacious sound. Cool, wet mist hung in the air as the valley and
castle hillsides closed in to embrace the lone rider.
Welcome back… the wind whispered into his mind. He had the oddest sensation;
it felt like he was seeing the castle for the first time, yet it was a place he had
travelled to most days of his life for as long as he could remember.
‘It’s going to be very different in there from now on,’ Cory muttered. Maybe his
grandfather would be listening.
Thunder shifted to a fierce roar where the fall of water hit its plunge pool. Cory
guided the horse around the pool on a narrow trail and looked up, drops of water
falling from his not-quite-sodden hair. Overhead, a rope bridge with wooden boards
cut a shadow across the bright sky, connecting the base of the castle with the top of
the waterfall cliff. The castle stood noble and undefeated, but not even the beauty of
its white walls and tall towers tempted enough tradesmen in peaceful times to its
gates. The castle had been abandoned as a residence for the royal family before
Cory was born and given over to military use. Down the valley in Tranmure, a new
castle had been built though it was more a palace styled like a castle than a
construction for defence. It catered well for the needs and desires of visiting traders
and foreign ambassadors alike.
Cory squeezed his legs, encouraging the horse to trot up the steep, cobbled
access road, curling around and up the otherwise vertical sides of the castle’s rocky
perch. Arrow slits in the walls watched the approach. Overhead murder holes for
burning oil showed signs of past battles, with faded black smudges hanging below
them like the tattered rags of an ancient widow. At the gate, a token guard snapped
to attention as the horse clattered into the open courtyard. Cory left the horse with a
stable boy and looked up at the cold, empty battlements. It felt very different here.
He headed for what was once a reception room for guests. It was an open, airy
space with a flagstone floor. Racks lined the walls filled with blunt practice swords.
Cory carefully folded his dark blue formal jacket, placed it in the corner of the room

and did the same with his white shirt. He strode back across the room and grasped
the hilt of a long sword, pulling it free in one fluid movement.
‘Always warm up and stretch before you get going; it will help prevent strains and
you’ll be able to keep going longer.’
The voice of his grandfather, from the past.
‘Keep practising these drills I’ve taught you.’
‘But, Grandfather, it’s the same thing over and over again…’
‘I know, Cory. This is a foundation on which you will build your ability to fight. Your
body must know how to do these movements without you having to think about it.’
Cory flowed his limbs and body through all the sequences the general had taught
him — not battling against the grief within, just allowing it to be. An hour or more went
by. Sweat coated his body despite the cool air. His mind had cleared; grief had
dropped somewhere along the way. A dull ache of superficial wounds was all that
remained. Returning the sword to the rack, he picked up a water jug from the table
and took a long drink. The cold water seemed to not only refresh but also washed
away some of the strain he had been carrying all week. The funeral was over and it
had run smoothly. Everyone dies one day. Not even the old general of Valendo can
ignore the light of Heaven’s call forever.
He looked into that grey mist that was his future with open eyes and saw
previously hidden paths and choices. For now, he would once again conquer the five
towers of the castle. He ran from the training room, upstairs, across battlements and
onwards to the once gruelling haul up the first tower. The spiral stairs fell away
beneath his pumping legs until he reach the top of the tower and then he repeated
the feat with the remaining four.
‘Battles can last all day with no rest, no food or drink. Sometimes a battle can be
won just by outlasting your enemy. Don’t be the first to fall to exhaustion.’
The general would sit in the courtyard keeping count of how long it took young
recruits to do the five tower circuit.
Cory retrieved his shirt and jacket before ending his run in the briefing room.
Standing in front of his grandfather’s chair, he caught his breath, wiping sweat from
his forehead and eyebrows with his shirt. The general had spent long hours here with
Cory and a group of other teenagers in commander training, playing out battles on
the table. Stones and pieces of carved wood represented soldiers, archers, cavalry
and other fighting units. He taught the young men the strengths and weaknesses of
them all, dreaming up new formations and units, trying to imagine how they would
work in battle. The general’s spells of striding around the room and challenging his
students changed over time. He gradually sat more, looked greyer, more tired, and
his eyes became increasingly red-rimmed. Cory got lost in his thoughts as he
remembered happier times in the past…
The would-be commanders learned how hard it was to follow a plan through; the
deeper into battle you got, the more likely it was the plan would be abandoned. The
enemy wouldn’t always do just what you wanted. General Garon placed great
importance on field commanders using their initiative. He made the boys fight him as
a team while he played the part of an enemy locked in with just one battle plan from
beginning to end. When the celebrations subsided after they beat him for the first
time, the general murmured, ‘Something is missing from our battlefield, gentlemen.
Can anyone tell me what?’

They were too wrapped up in the game; they had forgotten their history. Garon
sat in his chair and tossed a small triangle of blue painted wood onto the table in front
of the boys.
‘A battle mage changes everything you know about commanding a battle. I’ll play
the dumb army again, except this time I’ll use a mage too.’
The dynamics changed; sections of the field could suddenly become
inaccessible, barred by fire. Great chunks were taken out of formations in an instant.
The boys tried to attack them, but archers were ineffective. If they ever got soldiers
close enough, the mage moved to some other part of the field. The mostly dumb
army won. The general gave the boys a mage and after a few battles they
understood how to use them better. Battles were more evenly matched. The
casualties on both sides were higher. Much higher. Lastly, Garon introduced limits on
how much the mage could do. ‘They can’t keep going forever. No two are alike and
they have a habit of inventing something new every time they come to the field.’
‘How do you kill a battle mage?’ Cory asked.
‘Luck, or with another mage being really inventive, or… by killing them in their
beds before they get to the battlefield,’ Garon replied tersely. They laughed, not
taking him seriously. Garon didn’t laugh, his face darkening. ‘You can be sure the
enemy has already thought of that.’ Then there was silence. ‘A new battle, boys.’
The general then laid out new pieces on the table including six much larger ‘T’
shaped pieces and told them, ‘This is the last Battle of Beldon Valley.’ He had them
play out this battle over and over again, with him playing the enemy Nearhon side.
He challenged them further by taking out one of their special units at a time. He took
away the special operators and they lost. Then he took out the silver warrior and they
lost. The same with the black rider. He took out their battle mage and they lost fast.
Take out the general who brought them all together and you lost years ago on
some other battlefield, Cory thought to himself.
No one ever figured out how to stop the last enemy mage escaping. It was hard
enough getting the other two fast enough to still win.
‘Stopping the enemy coming to the battlefield in the first place seems like a good
strategy,’ Cory said. ‘Why did Nearhon make war with us in the first place?’
‘It’s complicated, a question for the scouts, diplomats and, well, King Klonag
himself. Essentially, because they want something we have and think the best way to
get it is to fight for it,’ Garon replied.
‘Maybe I should be a diplomat.’
Garon grinned. ‘Maybe you should be a general and a diplomat.’
‘How do I do that?’
‘We’ll need to think about that one…’ Garon only thought for a few minutes. ‘You
like music, don’t you?’ It wasn’t really a question. ‘Yes… Yes, this idea has real
potential.’
He grew excited; he got up and paced the room, then gripped Cory by the
shoulders and stared at him with a strange and mischievous look in his eyes as he
told him his idea. Cory had never seen his grandfather react like this before. The plan
took six months to negotiate and execute. In that time, Queen Amari died and the
better part of Garon died with her. But he didn’t give up on this diplomatic project.
No peace treaty had ever been signed. There had been no contact with King
Klonag of Nearhon, but there had been some trade with Plain Lake City. The king’s
brother, Prince Karl, was governor there and had proven cautiously open to contact.

His youngest child was by all accounts a gifted musician. A violin player. Tranmure
had the finest known orchestra house and music academy, so the invitation was sent
for Prince Karl’s daughter to attend the academy as a guest. An official emissary was
received in Tranmure. Some unofficial ‘emissaries’ were also received. But then
Valendo had her own scouts in Plain Lake City and other parts of Nearhon. The
emissary stayed long enough to develop a proposal on living and security
arrangements and took it back home.
Travel over the border into Nearhon had its complications. Southern Nearhon had
been known as the ‘Bandit Country’ for fifteen years since the Battle of Beldon
Valley. In the beginning, the bandits were desperate men, Nearhon survivors from
the Battle of Beldon Valley who were too afraid to return home. It was often said that
where King Klonag and his archmage, Magnar, were concerned, there really were
fates worse than death. Desertion was tantamount to treason by Klonag’s reckoning.
In time, some had become used to and even preferred the bandit lifestyle. Prince
Karl took advice from experts experienced at guarding trade caravans and individuals
wealthy enough to afford their services. He sent forty heavily armed men with his
daughter behind the Plain Lake City banner. It had proven an adequate deterrent.
Like the rest of the welcoming party, Cory was in dress uniform and polished
boots befitting the state occasion. He stood in the cobbled palace courtyard that was
open to the city roads. His brothers were either side of him and his father, King
Ceoric, stood in the background. This was Cory’s diplomatic mission and it had taken
Garon some time to convince his son, the king, of its merits. ‘To promote
understanding and greater familiarity between nations,’ he had said.
Naturally, Garon was there, and his old friend Ranold, the archpriest, stood with
him to represent the church. Cory saw the archpriest turn to his grandfather and
mutter something. He couldn’t hear what it was, but his grandfather smiled and
winked. It was a lot of ceremonial splendor, but nothing Cory hadn’t learned to handle
by his twenty years of age. ‘I hope this doesn’t turn out to be too much of a chore,’
Cory whispered to his brothers. ‘Maybe I can teach this girl to ride or something.’
‘I don’t envy you,’ replied Sebastian. ‘You set yourself up for this one — too late
to back out now.’
A brown carriage drew up, pulled by four sleek horses; a fifth horse followed,
tethered behind the carriage. Descending from beside the driver, a footman opened
the door. After a slightly longer pause than was expected, hands appeared, holding
the doorframe. Then a wide-brimmed leather hat emerged, followed by a booted leg
wearing loose-fitting leather trousers and then a matching brown jacket. Prince Karl’s
daughter stood barely two inches shorter than Cory. Her face was still hidden under
the hat. She took the hat off and looked at him nervously with big, blue eyes.
Straight, dark blonde hair unfurled to her shoulders. Cory’s expectations of a
fourteen-year-old girl evaporated, along with all his intelligent thoughts. It was as if a
trapdoor in the bottom of his mind had dropped open and everything within fell
through it. Any plan for what he might say or do vanished faster than a battle plan
after the first contact with the enemy. Cory flushed and beamed a smile. She
appeared to relax a little and smiled a broad and slightly relieved smile.
‘Hello, I am Julia Ferand.’
She had a deeper, huskier voice than he had expected. She also had a
noticeable accent that put a strength and rolling characteristic to the ‘r’ in her name.
She held out her hand to shake his. Despite her less-than-ladylike attire (by Valendo

standards, at least), Cory’s mind only seemed to have a storybook prince and
princess world left in it. He took her hand, kissed the back of it and put it on his arm,
as if he were escorting her into a ballroom. She assumed this was normal custom
and, faced with an entire royal household, took comfort in having someone to hold
onto. Cory somehow found the presence of mind to start introducing her to everyone.
Prince Sebastian turned and murmured to his older brother, ‘I take it all back.’
‘Yes, quite,’ Prince Pragius replied.
Cory introduced Julia to his grandfather and the archpriest. Still nervous, she
would glance back to Cory with a smile and relax a little before greeting the next
person. Cory never saw or heard it, but his grandfather turned to Ranold and said,
‘My ship is built.’ It was an old Artifex family saying originating from the times a newly
constructed ship would be handed over to her new captain to sail away to whatever
fate lay in store.
‘That has the potential to become “complicated”, as you would say,’ replied
Ranold.
Garon just chuckled.
Cory escorted Julia to a suite of guest rooms in the palace where she would stay
with her assistant while final preparations for long-term accommodation were made.
A welcome dinner with the whole family was planned for that evening. ‘I’ll come back
later and escort you to dinner, just until you find your way around,’ Cory said from the
doorway.
Julia suddenly looked worried. ‘Wait — err — you must help me to pick the right
dress. What do ladies wear to dinner here?’
He wished she had just asked him what kind of weapon she should select to
defend herself against bandits. A light short-sword perhaps. Better yet, ask him to
fight the bandits for her. ‘I’m not really an expert on these things,’ said Cory, already
walking into the room.
Minutes passed as the two women hurriedly unpacked trunks. They laid out
several dresses; all quite different. A shoulderless sky blue dress caught his eye. He
thought he’d love to see her in that, but at the same time it felt wrong. Dinner dresses
tended to be more conservative in cut, covering most of the shoulders and chest.
‘Oh, the green one over there,’ Cory said, pointing. ‘That’s the kind of dress ladies
wear to formal dinners here.’
She looked relieved and flashed him a smile. ‘You are an expert, after all.’
He smiled back. ‘I’d best leave you to get ready.’ As the door closed behind him,
he slowly blew out a long breath and went straight to his grandfather’s rooms. ‘I can’t
do this!’ he blurted out.
‘What do you mean?’ asked Garon, a half-smile hiding beneath his beard.
‘I feel awkward around her. I can’t keep this stupid grin off my face. I must look
ridiculous.’
‘Would it be easier if she was the child you were expecting, or a bent-up old crone
with cracked teeth?’
Julia’s teeth made the perfect smile. Well, maybe her mouth was just a tiny bit
larger than average, but somehow even that was endearing. Cory shook his head
vigorously to clear his thoughts. ‘You’ve got to help me!’
‘Ah, my dear boy. This is something you’re going to have to figure out for
yourself.’ Garon couldn’t keep the mischievous grin off his face, but Cory wasn’t
looking to see it. ‘So far you have behaved like a gentleman — the perfect

gentleman, even. You introduced her to everyone, made sure she knew where to go
and told her when dinner was going to be…’
‘And helped her to choose a dinner dress,’ Cory added.
Garon’s eyes widened. ‘You see, you’re already better at this diplomat lark than I
was at twice your age.’
Cory sighed. ‘I’d better get ready myself.’ He left, not feeling entirely convinced.
Entering the dining hall on Cory’s arm, Julia relaxed as she quickly scanned the
room for what the other women were wearing: dresses in a variety of colours, but all
very similar in cut and design to hers. They took their places with the rest of the
family, who quickly engaged the newcomer in conversation. Cory was content and
quiet as he listened to Julia, who was far more ladylike now she was out of her
travelling clothes.
Sebastian, who was in the mood for a little mischief, decided to bring up the
subject of horse-riding.
‘Cory was saying he might teach you to ride while you’re here.’ Sebastian had
already seen her horse stabled — a lean brown mare with plenty of energy.
‘Ha, well, we Plainlanders are born to the saddle, as we say. I have my own
horse with me.’
‘Maybe Cory can take you for a ride down the valley,’ Garon suggested. ‘The
waterfalls flow this time of year. It is breathtaking to see.’
She looked to Cory with a warm smile. ‘I would like that.’
Cory looked at his grandfather for a reaction, but he had quickly moved on to a
conversation with his father. After dinner, he escorted Julia back to her rooms and
the care of her assistant. ‘Thank you for today, Cory. You have been a real, um, we
say horruslios.’
Cory smiled, wished her goodnight and left pondering exactly what ‘horruslios’
meant. Some kind of man, he supposed.
The following day, Cory showed her around Tranmure, introducing the major
features, mostly with single sentences. She seemed content and in some moments
took his arm as before. They spent quite some time in silence as they looked around
and in the orchestra house. That was the night the old general, Cory’s grandfather,
passed away in his sleep. The following week had been so full of official duties
preparing for the funeral that he had only seen Julia long enough for her to express
sympathy. She left to take up residence in the lodge at the edge of the palace
grounds.
***
In the briefing room, Cory cleared his mind with a single thought, grief’s wounds
now forgotten. Time I called on Julia and arrange that horse ride, he thought. The
brightest path in that grey mist of his future was now lit by the image of one person.
He dropped the wooden pieces representing army units onto the briefing room table,
retrieved the horse from the stable and rode slowly down the cobbled road, heading
away from the castle. He tried to figure out what he was going to say to Julia,
keeping the pace sedate as the woods swallowed him. The woods were quiet, as if
the trees and birds held their collective breath, waiting for something. The horse and
the waterfall ahead were the only sounds. The waterfall’s sound grew into the familiar
roar he passed by most days of the week. It was one of those journeys in which he

could lose himself in thought and arrive at his destination with no memory of how he
got there.
Nearing the pool, something out of place snagged at his attention like a piece of
clothing suddenly caught on a thorny branch. He heard an unfamiliar voice speak,
but the sounds were not words he recognised — in fact, they weren’t words at all.
They were sounds that had an odd slippery, silvery quality; they wormed their way
through his ears and burrowed into his mind. His mind reeled, rejected, turned over
and then accepted. It could do nothing else.
His vision blurred and cleared. He felt odd; he didn’t feel right in his own skin or in
his own mind, somehow. The feelings passed as fast as they came and he thought it
would be a good idea to take a look at the pool. There it was, that something out of
place — a rowing boat had been dragged up onto the muddy bank. Footprints were
still there in the mud, but he only concentrated on the boat itself. What was in it?
Oars and a brown leather bag with a shoulder strap. He thought he better take a look
inside the bag.
Dismounting from his horse, he walked over to the boat, feet dragging in the
sticky grey mud. Unbuckling the bag, he pulled out a heavy book covered in pale,
slick leather and turned it over to see the front cover. A skeletal hand sealed beneath
the book’s covering startled him — his fingers sprang open and his hands shoved the
book away. The sickly tome thumped onto the boat seat.
The first instinct of repulsion turned over in his mind, replaced by how intriguing
the book was. He picked it up again and the simple thoughts continued to come.
Pragius likes interesting books… I should take this book to him and see what he
makes of it. That thought made Cory happy, and he pushed aside thoughts of who
the book belonged to or whether it was right to take it. Placing the book back in the
leather bag, he swung the strap across his body, mounted his horse and headed
home.
He passed the lake and the glowing embers of his grandfather’s funeral pyre in
the churchyard. One of the young priests was busy collecting some of the ash in an
urn, but Cory passed him without so much as a glance.
On the streets of Tranmure, a few people called out to express their sympathy at
the passing of his grandfather. The thought of stopping to talk to them brought on a
sudden headache. There was only this featureless tunnel through the grey mist of the
future to travel down. He rode on towards the palace.
He left his horse at the stables, walked through the main entrance and found the
cupboard in the palace keeper’s office. There he found a bunch of keys, took them
and left for Pragius’ private office.
A thought entered Cory’s mind that wasn’t his own: It is taking longer than I
thought to get there.
He unlocked the door to the office. Once inside, he unshouldered the bag and
paused for thought. That thought was to take the book out of the bag and leave it on
the desk. Pragius might not see it otherwise.
Satisfied, he left, locked the office, returned the keys and went to his own private
room. There he undressed, put on his nightshirt, got into bed and was asleep in a
matter of heartbeats.
Did he dream Archpriest Ranold standing over him? ‘Better let him sleep, see
how he is in the morning.’

Julia dined with the family that evening to celebrate the life of Garon Allus ArtifexDendra. The chair at the table beside her was empty and the place setting unused.
***
It was a cold throne room. So cold, breath came out as white fog. Blue, redrimmed eyes stared into a coal fire that fought valiantly to push back the frigid air.
Footsteps squelched their way into the room. The sound stopped. Beneath the damp
hem of a long purple robe, the shoes that made the sounds were slick with grey mud.
‘All is well, Your Majesty. I attended to the delivery… personally. As always, the
young prince returned home via the waterfall. Controlling him was a simple work of
magic.’
‘This plan of yours will work, won’t it, Magnar?’ King Klonag did not look up from
the fire as he spoke.
‘Of course, my king. I have had many years to plan.’
Magnar bared his teeth in a grin.
*** End of sample ***
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