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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


The crops were dying. 


Kassin didn't have much, only a smallholding, but for years now it had been enough to keep her fed, to give her a chance to live as well as any peasant in the kingdom of Lytos could. Every day, she woke early, worked hard, and scraped enough from the dirt to survive.


Today, beneath the shadows that covered the sky, the crops were withering. Those shadows roiled above like dark clouds, shifting and billowing, as if they were moving to intercept the light that might come through otherwise. They rendered everything beneath them a kind of perpetual half-light, like a heavily overcast day. Only every day was like that.


Kassin didn't know if it was the lack of light, or the cold that was starting to seep through everything without the sun's warmth to counter it, but no crops could survive like that.


She surveyed her smallholding with a heavy heart, knowing that if the crops didn't survive, she would have nothing left. She had no family, no other means of income; if her harvest failed, she would simply starve to death. She guessed that she wouldn't be the only one. Since the shadows had appeared over the kingdom, things had been hard for everyone.


They said it was because Princess Meredith had been kidnapped by King Zander of the Kingdom Beneath, that these were his shadows, cast over the kingdom with his dark gifts. Kassin didn't know much about that; she only knew that her plants were dying. 


Kassin ran a hand through her dark, tangled hair and let out a deep sigh. She had to do something. She couldn't sit around and wait for things to get better. Gathering up the hem of her woolen dress, she ran back towards the small stone cottage that she called home and gathered up a fishing net. 


She cursed as she realized that it was torn. Now, she had a choice. She could spend her time fixing it and hope that there would be fish, or she could spend her time on her dying crops. Either way, she was gambling with starvation.


Kassin had always been better at farming than fishing, but right now it seemed like her best option. Taking up the net, she headed for the shore. She would fix it there.  


It helped that her village was close to the sea. It meant that a short walk down a stony path would take her to the shoreline, where she could try casting her net and hope that it came up with enough to keep her fed. There would be kelp or wild herbs down by the shore too. It wouldn't be enough to sustain Kassin for long, but at least it would be something.


She hurried along the path, carrying the net bunched under her arm. She tried not to look up at the sky, the swirling shadows there unnerving in a way that normal dark clouds would not have been. What was more unnerving was that out on the edge of the horizon, she could see an end to those shadows, as if they hung only over Lytos, targeting it, constricting it in a death grip. 


As the sea came into view, Kassin could see that several people had had the same idea as her. They were scattered across the shoreline, casting their nets out into the choppy water. Kassin recognized almost all of them, and most of them wouldn't have thought of themselves as fisherfolk if their crops weren't failing.


Kassin sat by the shore, trying to fix the net. It seemed to take an age, her stomach rumbling with hunger. Finally, she was ready. She joined the others there, wading out into the frigid sea and casting her own net. She felt the cold water seep into her boots, the chill creeping into her bones, but she pushed on. She had to catch something. 


Kassin could see a few folks piling their belongings into small fishing vessels. Were they really leaving, abandoning all they'd built here in the kingdom? Maybe it was the best option, the only course open to any of them, given the shadows. The light in the far distance promised that there was a chance of a life under the sun somewhere else, perhaps in the city states in the south, beyond the Knife Tongue Straits. Worse, there were rumors that a leader of the Janden had risen in the south, and that one day soon he might head towards Lytos.


Perhaps Kassin should join those fleeing to the south, but what would she do there? She was a farmer; she didn't know how to do anything else. Her hands were rough, her muscles made strong from years of backbreaking work. She didn't have any money, and she didn't have any family to help her get started. 


Even if she did travel south, what then? Days, perhaps weeks of traveling through the wilds of the south to reach one of the city-states, in which it was said that the barbarous Janden hunted caravans for sport, killing or enslaving those they came across. All to reach a city that wouldn't want her and didn't have a place for her. 


She thought about leaving in a different direction, heading for Destarra, the capital of Lytos. Maybe they would have food there, and work. Maybe she should go. 


Kassin's stomach rumbled, a reminder of why she was here. She pulled in her net, hoping for a catch. The net felt heavy, and she could feel the thrashing of fish inside. She grinned, relief washing over her. Maybe she wouldn't starve today, after all.


That sent a wave of relief flooding through Kassin. Maybe she would be able to get through this. The rumors said that they'd sent the knights of the king's guard to recover the princess from the Kingdom Beneath, so maybe that would be enough to make the shadows above fade away. All she had to do was survive until then. 


Kassin felt her relief fading as she looked out over the ocean, though. Because something had appeared on the horizon. A dark line that she peered out at, trying to make sense of it. 


It seemed to take forever before she could pick out what was there, the line resolving into dots, the dots slowly moving closer. 


To her horror, Kassin realized that they were ships. There were ships approaching, a whole flotilla of them, far more than there would have been for a merchant fleet or an expedition to the Mist Isles passing along the coast. 


No, there was only one thing this could be: an invasion fleet. 


Kassin hurried back out of the water, abandoning her catch. She knew that nowhere would be safe here on the coast once that fleet landed. She had to get back to her farm, grab what she could, and head for the capital, Destarra. She would warn them about what was coming. Maybe someone there would know what to do.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Goblin kin surrounded Lance, and he knew that he'd chosen wrongly.


He was in a cavern, dimly lit by luminescence that seemed to come from patches of moss around the walls. Almost instantly, Lance regretted that, because it let him see the creatures that stood around him in a rough circle. They were humanoid in shape, but their skin was a sickly shade of green, and their eyes glowed red with malevolence. They were armed with crude weapons, axes and spears. Lance recognized goblin-kin when he saw them. He'd even fought them before, but that had been with the rest of the king's guard at his back. Even then, the numbers had almost been overwhelming. Now... now he had no chance.


He and fifty knights had set out from Destarra, searching for Princess Meredith, the princess who had been kidnapped by King Zander of the Kingdom Beneath. Lance had gone because it was Meredith, because even if he’d only spent one night dancing with her at her birthday ball, he’d been unable to stop thinking about her. 


Perhaps twenty of them had survived to reach the cave where there were chutes leading downwards, most leading to death in different forms, only one with a safe path. One by one, they’d chosen.


It was clear that Lance had chosen incorrectly.


Sorrow gripped Lance then, along with the knowledge that he was going to die here. Sorrow that he wouldn't be the one to find Princess Meredith. That she might be trapped down here forever. His only hope was that one of the others who had not been immediately killed had found the correct route, perhaps Justin or even Dorian, Lord Antonio's son. Dorian might hate Lance, but Lance suspected that he would do all that he could to get Meredith back safely, if only because he so clearly had designs upon her heart, and upon the power that would come from becoming her husband.


No, Lance wouldn't think like that. He wouldn't abandon Meredith down here. He would find a way through this, even though it seemed impossible. 


Lance drew his sword and held it at the ready, trying to gauge their numbers. He counted at least two dozen of them, maybe more lurking in the shadows. He knew he couldn't take them all on at once, but he had to try.


The creatures howled a war cry and charged at him. Lance stood his ground, waiting until they were within range before he struck. He swung a two-handed blow that cut across the throat of one of the creatures, the magic of the weapon making it slice through with impossible sharpness. 


The goblin-kin fell to the ground, choking on its own blood, and the others hesitated for just a moment before redoubling their efforts. Lance fought with all his might, parrying their blows and striking back whenever he saw an opening. His sword was a blur of steel, but still, they kept coming.


He whirled out of the way of a charging creature, blocked the sweep of an axe, struck back with a thrust that brought another of them down. A blow clattered from his armor, kept from breaking through to the skin below by steel and enchantment, but the impact was still enough to stagger him.


Lance kept moving, knowing that to stay in one place was death in a fight against so many. He sidestepped the thrust of a spear and managed to lop the head from the weapon, but the goblin-kin holding it just battered him with the haft, half-tripping him. 


It let another come in with a dagger. Lance twisted away from the blow, but even so it got through, scoring a bloody line across his skin where it found a spot on his arm without armor. Lance gritted his teeth, feeling the pain and the sting of the wound, but he didn't let it slow him down. He had to keep fighting.


He slashed at the goblin-kin with renewed ferocity, determined not to let them get the better of him. His movements became more fluid as he slipped into the rhythm of the fight, anticipating their attacks and striking back with lightning-fast counter blows.


But even as he fought, he knew that he couldn't keep it up forever. His arms were growing tired, and his wounds were starting to take their toll. The goblin-kin seemed to sense this, crowding in closer and closer until there was scarcely any room for Lance to move. He was backed up against a wall, and the creatures were closing in on him.


Lance let out a fierce cry as he charged forward, barreling his way through the goblin-kin. He managed to break free of their circle, but not before feeling a sharp pain in his side from where one of them had managed to get in a lucky hit. He stumbled, but managed to keep himself upright, gritting his teeth against the pain.


The goblin-kin were regrouping, and he knew that he had only a few moments before they charged at him again. Lance looked around frantically, searching for any way out of the cavern. He could see a side tunnel, presumably leading to another complex of caves, but he wasn't sure that he could make it. 


But he had to try. With a renewed sense of determination, Lance sprinted towards the tunnel, his sword still held tightly in his hand. The goblin-kin charged at him again, but Lance dodged their attacks, swinging his sword in a wide arc that kept them at bay.


The tunnel was getting closer. Lance could see the opening now, and he knew that he was only a few strides away from safety.


That was when one of the largest of the goblin-kin stepped into his path, striking out with a rusted, serrated sword. Lance caught the blow with his own weapon, twisting, trying to find an angle for an attack that might work. The creature he faced was frighteningly strong, though, managing to keep its blade solidly in place, holding Lance there, their swords locked up with one another. 


Lance gritted his teeth, his muscles straining as he pushed against the goblin-kin's sword. He could feel the creature's hot breath on his face, its beady eyes fixed on his. For a moment, they stood there, locked in a deadly embrace, neither able to gain the advantage.


Then, with a sudden burst of strength, Lance broke the deadlock, pushing the goblin-kin's sword aside and striking out with his own. The blade found its mark, slicing through the creature's neck and sending its head rolling across the ground.


Lance had a brief moment to feel triumph as the creature died, but then he saw that it had succeeded in its main purpose: slowing Lance down enough for the others to block his route to the tunnel. He was trapped now, and the goblin-kin were closing in on him. 


He thought of how far he'd come to get to this point, going from a commoner to a knight, traveling the length of the kingdom to try to save Princess Meredith. He thought of Meredith then. He'd come so far to try to find her again, to try to save her. Now, it seemed that he would fail. There was no way he could hold out forever against so many foes.


The goblin kin rushed in. Lance knew that he had to fight with all his might if he had any chance of surviving. He battled fiercely, spinning and dodging as he fought off their attacks. But for every goblin-kin he struck down, two more took its place.


The cavern echoed with the clanging of swords and the grunts of exertion. Lance's armor was heavy, and his wounds made it difficult to move, but he refused to give up. He was a knight sworn to protect the weak and defeat evil. He couldn't let Meredith down.


A blow struck the side of Lance's head, sending him stumbling to the ground. He tried to block the blows that started to rain down on him, but inevitably, some got through.


That was when the ground beneath Lance started to shake. The earth itself seemed to rise up in lashing fingers that struck at the goblin-kin, sending them sprawling. They cowered away in fear, running into the shadows, fleeing the cavern in clear terror of what was coming next. 


Lance lay there without the strength to stand, trying to ignore the pain he felt, readying himself to face any new threat. He had seen that kind of control of the earth only once before, when Zander kidnapped Princess Meredith. Did that mean that the ruler of the Kingdom Beneath had come for him? Was Lance about to be thrown into a fight with a foe who could control earth and shadows easily with his gifts?


It wasn't Zander who walked into the cavern, though, leaning on a staff as if it were the only thing keeping him upright. Instead, it was a squat, thickly built, completely bald man, a good head shorter than Lance would have been if he'd been standing. His skin was pallid and near grey, his ears rose to gentle points, while tattoos that appeared to be runes of the small magic covered much of his skin. He wore shabby robes of washed-out grey, while when he looked Lance's way, his eyes were a milky white that Lance would have thought meant he was blind, except that he so clearly knew where Lance was.


Lance tried to rise to meet this new threat, tried to fight, but he couldn't. His body didn't have the strength left. Even as he tried to lift his sword, he felt darkness closing in on him, and the creature was still coming forward towards him.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Slowly, Princess Meredith turned the stone garden into something living. 


She reached out for an elegant, beautiful stone rose and concentrated on the power that sat within her, breathing life into it with the gift that came so much more naturally than any of the small magic could. She smelled the scent of it, saw the stone petals turn soft and real, the stem green and thorn clad.


She had no choice in it. Zander, the ruler of the Kingdom Beneath, had shut her inside this walled garden within his castle, telling her that she would remain there until she had learned to use the gift of her magic, the gift he hoped would bring light and life to his dark and cruel kingdom. 


Meredith hated doing what he wanted of her, but she could see little other choice. He'd already made it clear that he would hurt her until she obeyed, had threatened to twist her into some kind of monster, the way he had with one of his servants, or throw her into one of the many horrors of his kingdom. 


It was more than fear that motivated Meredith, though. Each time she used her gift, she felt as though she understood it a little more, as if she grew in power. She would need that power if she was going to escape.


Meredith sat at the foot of a stone throne in the garden, which was wrapped in vines she had already transformed from stone, her pale dress dirty with the earth that she'd been dragged through to reach the Kingdom Beneath, her red hair a tangle around her delicate features. Her green eyes were currently focused on a stone willow tree, each of its strands an individual spur of rock. If it had been sculpted, Meredith would have reckoned it an incredible work of art, but no, this was Zander's work, controlling stone, shaping it to his whim. 


Meredith's gift was not for stone, but for light, for life, for the natural world. She reached out for the stone willow now, touching it and feeling the strands of the willow beneath her fingers. 


It was cold and dead. This was not like the moment when she'd poured new life into a withered oak tree out in front of the castle that had been her home. There had been some memory of life there in it, flesh to renew, budding leaves to bolster. This facsimile of life had never truly been a living thing. 


Yet Meredith had managed it with other parts of the garden. Already, around her, there were flowers in bloom, made real by the gift that ran through her blood and which promised abundance, fertility, growth to everything she touched. The tree was no different, only larger. Much larger.


Meredith cradled it in her hands, reaching down inside herself for the power that she knew now lay there. She closed her eyes, feeling the energy within her pulse and glow. She let it flow out of her, through her fingertips and into the stone willow tree. She could feel the magic radiating out from her, flowing into the stone, filling it with a life force that it had never known.


Slowly, the stone willow began to shift, its branches bending and swaying as if in the breeze. Meredith breathed out a sigh of relief, watching as the gray stone turned green and vibrant beneath her touch. Leaves began to appear, thick and verdant, and soon the tree was alive in every way that mattered.


Meredith felt exhausted, as if she had just run a hundred leagues, but that feeling didn't last long. Instead, there was a sense of power within her that she had never felt before. She knew that she had to keep practicing, had to get stronger so that she could defeat Zander and escape this place. 


Meredith gathered her strength. She had set the tree as a test for herself, as proof that she was ready. She had told herself that once she was able to transform that, she would understand enough about the limits of her powers to escape this place. 


Meredith was so lost in her thoughts of escape that she almost didn't hear the stone doors to the garden opening. Their scrape was enough to alert her to the presence of another, though. She looked up from her thoughts, looking over towards the entrance.


Zander stood there. He was tall and handsome, young-looking, but with an edge to those looks that said he'd been that way for a long time. His hair was silvery, so pale that it was almost white, while his skin had the milky paleness of someone who hadn't seen the sun in a long time. Intelligence danced in his eyes, and interest, but also a note of cruelty. 


Or maybe that was just because of everything he'd done to her so far, taking her from her home, trying to force her to obey him.


"Well done, Princess," Zander said, his voice smooth and cultured, belying the cruelty that lay behind every word. "You're learning quickly. You're becoming what I need you to be."


Meredith stood there, her eyes never leaving Zander's form as he walked towards her. She held out her hand, trying to keep the power she had just tapped into from slipping away. She felt fear at his presence. Fear of what she was going to have to do if she was going to be able to leave this place.


"Are you going to try to break free again?" he asked, sounding almost amused by the prospect.


Meredith knew that he wanted her to back down, wanted her to give in to the fear that she felt as he stood there, waiting for any challenge from her. The sensible thing would be to lie to him, to tell him that she would do everything he wanted, then to try to flee when he wasn't looking. 


Meredith couldn't do that. She wasn't going to let this man, this monster who was terrorizing Lytos with his shadows, have the satisfaction of seeing her afraid. She’d tried to escape before. She had to try again, even though the prospect of it terrified her.


"The problem with giving me a garden," Meredith said, "is that a garden serves me, not you."


She reached out with her power, and now the willow tree bent to her will, fronds reaching out for Zander to tangle and hold him. The vines around the throne did the same. Even the stone grass at Zander's feet reached up for him, becoming green and vibrant as it did so. 


In that moment, Meredith could feel power pouring through her. 


It was as if the entire garden was alive, moving and breathing with her will. She could feel the magic within her surging, unstoppable, and it filled her with a sense of purpose and determination.


Zander was caught, struggling against the vines and fronds that held him. Yet he didn't show any fear. Meredith felt his own power rising to match hers, and now the parts of the garden that were still stone reached out to tear into the parts that had become living plant life.


"You have power, Princess, but stone is stronger than flesh."


Fragments of stone ripped away the vines and the willow from where they held him, tearing them apart, filling the air with the scent of newly cut plants. In this sterile, dead place, it was almost overpowering.


Meredith threw more at him, reaching out to transform more of the garden, using it to clutch at Zander, trying to hold him as he tore at it with his stone.


Meredith knew that she had bought herself seconds at most while Zander tried to free himself. She ran for the door, heading through it, dodging past a couple of slime skinned guards reaching out for her with limbs that were more like tentacles. Meredith ignored her horror at the sight of them and kept running, dodging past them.


As she ran, Meredith's mind raced, trying to figure out where she could go. She had to get out of here, away from Zander and his twisted realm. She could feel his power chasing her, and she knew that he would not let her go easily.


She started to run through Zander's castle, trying to find a way out of it. She took twists and turns almost at random, trying to find a route that would take her to safety. 


As she ran, Meredith could feel her power starting to drain away. Everything she'd done in the garden had given her a boost, but it was fleeting. Tiredness was catching up with her. She needed to find a way out before she was too weak to fight back. 


Meredith saw servants and guards there within the castle. Some were humanoid, while others were stranger things, monstrous things, bent to Zander's will by the power that he wielded down here, in a place of stone and darkness. There were goblin-kin and short, stocky men dressed as smiths, but there were also creatures made from slime, and insect-like things that buzzed and clicked at the sight of her. Every time Meredith was about to run into a group of them, she took a turning, trying to avoid them, trying to get away.


Somehow, Meredith found her way to the castle gates, to the spot where it opened out onto a much larger cavern beyond, where crystalline walls reflected light, leaving nowhere to hide.


All of a sudden, that light went away. Everything around Meredith went black as shadow engulfed her. Meredith had pushed that shadow back once before with light from inside her, but right now, she didn't have the strength left to summon it.


"Where would you run, Meredith?" Zander's voice came from close by her, and Meredith whirled towards him, but she couldn't see him. She was blind in the darkness.


"I'd find a way back to the surface!" Meredith snapped. "I'd get there, and I'd stop what you're doing up there."


"You wouldn't," Zander said. "You have seen my kingdom. You have seen the horrors that live in it. You have seen the violence, and felt the terror. You would die before you made it even close to the surface."


Those words came from a different direction. Again, Meredith whirled towards the sound, trying to track the direction from which the ruler of the Kingdom Beneath was approaching her. 
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