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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Gwendolyn braced herself against the cold, whipping wind as she stood at the edge of the Canyon and took her first step onto the arched footbridge that spanned the Northern Crossing. This rickety bridge, covered in ice, was comprised of a worn wooden rope and planks, and hardly seemed capable of holding them. Gwen cringed as she took her first step.


Gwen slipped, and reached out and grabbed the railing, which swung and hardly helped. Her heart dropped to consider that this flimsy bridge was their only way to cross the northern side of the Canyon, to enter the Netherworld, and to find Argon. She looked up and saw, in the distance, the Netherworld beckoning, a sheet of blinding snow. The crossing felt even more ominous.


A sudden gale came, and the rope swayed so violently, Gwendolyn felt herself grabbing the rail with both hands and dropping to her knees. For a moment she did not know if she could even hang on—much less cross it. She realized this was far more dangerous than she had thought, and that they would all be taking their lives into their hands to try.


“My lady?” came the voice.


Gwen turned to see Aberthol standing a few feet away, beside Steffen, Alistair and Krohn, all of them waiting to follow. The five of them made an unlikely group, perched here on the edge of the world, facing an uncertain future and a probable death.


“Must we really attempt to cross this?” he asked.


Gwendolyn turned and looked back out at the whipping snow and wind before her, and clutched her furs tighter around her shoulders as she shivered. Secretly, she did not want to cross it; she did not want to take this journey at all. She would so much rather retreat to the safety of her childhood home, King’s Court, to sit behind its snug walls, before a fire, and contemplate none of the dangers and worries of the world that had engulfed her since she had become queen.


But of course, she could not do that. King’s Court was no more; her childhood was gone; and she was Queen now. She had a baby-to-be to care for, a husband-to-be out there somewhere, and they needed her. For Thorgrin, she would walk through fire if that was needed. Gwen felt certain that it was indeed needed. They all needed Argon—not just her and Thor, but the entire Ring. They were up against not only Andronicus, but also a powerful magic, powerful enough to ensnare Thor, and without Argon, she did not know how they could possibly combat it.


“Yes,” she replied. “We must.”


Gwen prepared to take another step, and this time Steffen rushed forward, blocking her way.


“My lady, please allow me to go first,” he said. “We do not know what terrors await us on this bridge.”


Gwendolyn was touched by his offer, but reached up and gently pushed him aside.


“No,” she said. “I shall.”


She waited no longer, but stepped forward, grabbing firm hold of the rope rail.


As she took a step, she was struck by the freezing sensation in her hand, the ice digging into her, the cold sensation shooting up her palms and arms. She breathed sharply, unsure if she could even hang on.


Another gale of wind came, blowing the bridge side to side, forcing her to grab harder, to tolerate the pain of the ice. She struggled to balance with all she had, as her feet slipped on the ice-covered rope and planks beneath her. The bridge lurched sharply to the left, and for a moment she was sure she would fall over the side. The bridge corrected itself, and swayed back in the other direction.


Gwen knelt again. She had barely gone ten feet, and already her heart was pounding so hard she could barely breathe, and her hands were so numb she could hardly feel them.


She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, and she thought of Thor. She pictured his face, every angle of it. She dwelled on her love for him. Her determination to free him. Whatever it took.


Whatever it took.


Gwendolyn opened her eyes and forced herself to take several steps forward, clutching the railing, not willing to stop this time for anything. The wind and snow could drive her down into the depths of the Canyon. She no longer cared. It was no longer about her; it was about the love of her life. For him, she could do anything.


Gwendolyn felt the weight shift on the bridge behind her, and she glanced back to see Steffen, Aberthol, Alistair and Krohn following. Krohn slipped on his paws as he rushed past the others, weaving in and out until he was by Gwendolyn’s side.


“I don’t know if I can do this,” Aberthol called out, his voice strained, after a few shaky steps.


He stood there, arms shaking as he clutched the rope, a feeble old man, barely able to hang on.


“You can do it,” Alistair said, stepping up beside him and draping one arm around his waist. “I’m right here. Do not worry.”


Alistair walked with him, helping him forward as the group resumed walking, heading farther and farther across the bridge, one step at a time.


Gwen once again marveled at Alistair’s strength in the face of adversity, her calm nature, her fearlessness. She also exuded a power that Gwendolyn did not understand. Gwen could not explain why she felt as close to her as she did, but in the short time she had known her, she already felt like a sister. She drew strength from her presence. And from Steffen’s.


There came a lull in the wind, and they made good time. Soon they crossed the midpoint of the bridge, moving faster now, Gwen getting a hang of the slippery planks. The far side of the Canyon began to come into sight, only fifty yards away. Gwendolyn’s heart began to well with optimism. They might make it after all.


A fresh gale whipped through, this one stronger than all the others, so strong that Gwen was forced to drop to her knees and clutch the rope with both hands. She held on for dear life as the bridge swung up nearly ninety degrees, then swung back down just as violently. She felt a plank give way beneath her feet, and she cried out as one of her legs sank down into the opening, through the bridge, her leg stuck up to her thigh. She wiggled, but could not get out.


Gwendolyn turned to watch Aberthol lose his grip, letting go of Alistair and beginning to slide over the edge of the bridge. Alistair reacted quickly, reaching out with one hand and clasping his wrist, holding him back just before Aberthol slipped over the edge.


Alistair leaned over the edge of the bridge, holding on, as Aberthol swung beneath her, nothing between him and the bottom of the Canyon. Alistair strained, and Gwen prayed the rope did not give. Gwen felt so helpless, stuck as she was, her leg lodged between the planks. Her heart pounded madly as she tried to get out.


The bridge swayed wildly, and Alistair and Aberthol swayed with it.


“Let go!” Aberthol screamed. “Save yourself!”


Aberthol’s cane slipped from his hand and tumbled through the sky, end over end, down towards the depths of the Canyon. Now all he had left was the staff strapped to his back.


“You are going to be okay,” Alistair said calmly.


Gwen looked over, surprised to see Alistair so poised, confident.


“Look into my eyes,” Alistair instructed, firmly.


“What?” Aberthol screamed out over the wind.


“Look into my eyes,” Alistair commanded, even more strength in her voice.


There was something about her tone that commanded men, and Aberthol looked up at her. Their eyes locked, and as they did, Gwendolyn watched a light glow emanate from Alistair’s eyes and shine down to Aberthol’s. She watched in disbelief as the glow enveloped Aberthol, and as Alistair leaned back and with one yank, pulled Aberthol back up, onto the bridge.


Aberthol, stunned, lay there, breathing hard, and looked up at Alistair in wonder; then he immediately turned and grabbed hold of the rope railing with both hands, before another gust of wind came.


“My lady!” Steffen yelled.


Gwen looked over to see him kneeling over her. He reached down, grabbed her shoulders, and yanked with all his might.


Gwen began to slowly dislodge from the planks, but as she came close to breaking free, she slipped from his icy grip and slipped back down to where she was, lodged even deeper. Suddenly, a second plank beneath Gwendolyn snapped, and she screamed as she felt herself begin to plummet.


Gwendolyn reached up and grabbed hold of the rope with one hand, and Steffen’s wrist with the other. She felt as if her shoulders were being torn from her sockets as she dangled in the open air. Steffen dangled now, too, leaning so far over the edge, his legs tangled up behind him, risking his life to keep her from falling, the breaking ropes behind him the only thing keeping them afloat.


There came a snarling and Krohn leapt forward and sunk his fangs into the fur on Gwen’s coat and pulled back with all he had, snarling and whining.


Slowly, Gwen was hoisted, inch by inch, until finally she could grab hold of the planks on the bridge. She dragged herself up and lay there face first, spent, breathing hard.


Krohn licked her face again and again, and she breathed, so grateful for him, and for Steffen, who now lay beside her. She was so happy to be alive, to be saved from a horrible death.


But Gwendolyn suddenly heard a snapping noise, and felt the entire bridge quiver. Her blood ran cold as she turned and looked back: one of the ropes anchoring the bridge to the Canyon snapped off.


The entire bridge jerked, and Gwen watched in horror as the other one, hanging by a thread, snapped, too.


They all screamed as suddenly half of the entire bridge detached from the Canyon wall; the bridge swung them all so fast that Gwen could hardly breathe as they flew through the air, heading at light speed for the far side of the Canyon wall.


Gwen looked up and saw the rock wall coming at them in a blur, and she knew that in moments, they would all be dead from the impact, their bodies crushed, and that whatever survived of them would plummet down to the depths of the earth.


“Rock, give way, I COMMAND YOU!” shouted a voice filled with ancient primordial authority, a voice unlike any Gwen had ever heard.


She glanced over to see Alistair, clutching the rope, holding out one palm, fixated fearlessly on the cliff they were about to hit. From Alistair’s palm there emanated a yellow light, and as they sped closer to the Canyon wall, as Gwendolyn braced herself for impact, she was shocked at what happened next.


Before her eyes, the solid rock face of the Canyon changed to snow—as they all impacted, Gwendolyn did not feel the crack of bones she had expected to. Instead, she felt her entire body immersed in a wall of light fluffy snow. It was freezing, and it covered her completely, entering her eyes and nose and ears—but it did not hurt her.


She was alive.


They all dangled there, the rope hanging from the top of the Canyon, immersed in the wall of snow, and Gwendolyn felt a strong hand grab her wrist. Alistair. Her hand was strangely warm, despite the freezing cold. Alistair had already somehow grabbed the others, too, and soon they were all, including Krohn, yanked up by her, as she climbed the rope as if it were nothing. 


Finally, they reached the top, and Gwen collapsed on solid ground, on the far side of the Canyon. The second they did, the rope snapped, and what was left of the bridge plummeted down, hurling into the mist, into the depths of the Canyon.


Gwendolyn lay there, breathing hard, so grateful to be on solid ground again, wondering what just happened. The ground was freezing, covered in ice and snow, but nonetheless it was solid ground. She was off the bridge, and she was alive. They had made it. Thanks to Alistair.


Gwendolyn turned and looked over at Alistair with a new sense of wonder and respect. She was beyond grateful to have her by her side. She felt like the sister she’d never had, and Gwen had a feeling that she had not even begun to see the depth of Alistair’s power.


Gwen had no idea how they would make it back to the mainland of the Ring when they were done here—if they were ever done, if they ever even found Argon and made it back. And as she peered into the wall of blinding snow ahead of her, the entry to the Netherworld, she had a sinking feeling that the hardest obstacles still lay before them.


 





CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Reece stood on the Eastern Crossing of the Canyon, clutching onto the stone railing of the bridge, and looking down over the precipice in horror. He could hardly breathe. He still could not believe what he had just witnessed: he had watched the Destiny Sword, lodged in the boulder, plummet over the edge, tumble end over end, dropping like a cannonball, swallowed by the mist.


He had waited and waited, expecting to hear the crash, to feel the tremor beneath his feet. But to his shock, the noise never came. Was the Canyon indeed bottomless? Were the rumors true?


Finally, Reece let go of the railing, his knuckles white, released his breath, and turned and looked at his fellow Legion. They all stood there—O’Connor, Elden, Conven, Indra, Serna and Krog—also looking over, aghast. The seven of them stood frozen in place, none able to comprehend what had just happened. The Destiny Sword; the legend they had all grown up with; the most important weapon in the world; the property of kings. And the only thing left keeping the Shield up.


It had just slipped from their grasp, descended into oblivion.


Reece felt he had failed. He felt he had let down not just Thor, but the entire Ring. Why couldn’t they have gotten there just a few minutes sooner? Just a few more feet, and he would have saved it.


Reece turned and looked at the far side of the Canyon, the Empire side, and he braced himself. With the Sword gone, he expected the Shield to lower, expected all the Empire soldiers lined up on the other side to suddenly stampede and cross into the Ring. But a curious thing happened: as he watched, none of them entered the bridge. One of them tried, and was eviscerated.


Somehow, the Shield was still up. He did not understand.


“It makes no sense,” Reece said to the others. “The Sword has left the Ring. How can the Shield still be up?”


“The Sword has not left the Ring,” O’Connor suggested. “It has not crossed yet to the other side of the Ring. It has fallen straight down. It is stuck between two worlds.”


“Then what becomes of the Shield if the Sword is neither here nor there?” Elden asked.


They all looked at each other in wonder. No one held the answer; this was all unexplored territory.


“We can’t just walk away,” Reece said. “The Ring is safe with the Sword on our side—but we don’t know what will happen if the Sword lingers below.”


“As long as it is not in our grasp, we don’t know if it can end up on the other side,” Elden added, agreeing.


“It is not a chance we can take,” Reece said. “The fate of the Ring rests on it. We cannot return empty-handed, as failures.”


Reece turned and looked at the others, decided.


“We must retrieve it,” he concluded. “Before someone else does.”


“Retrieve it?” Krog asked, aghast. “Are you a fool? How exactly do you plan to do that?”


Reece turned and stared down Krog, who stared back, defiant as always. Krog had become a real Thorn in Reece’s side, defying his command at every turn, challenging him for power at every corner. Reece was losing patience with him.


“We will do it,” Reece insisted, “by descending to the bottom of the Canyon.”


The others gasped, and Krog raised his hands to his hips, grimacing.


“You are mad,” he said. “No one has ever descended to the bottom of the Canyon.”


“Nobody knows if there even is a bottom,” Serna chimed in. “For all we know the Sword descended into a cloud, and is still descending as we speak.”


“Nonsense,” Reece countered. “Everything must have a bottom. Even the sea.”


“Well, even if the bottom does exist,” Krog retorted, “what good does it do us if it so far down that we can neither see nor hear it? It could take us days to reach it—weeks.”


“Not to mention, it’s hardly a leisurely hike,” Serna said. “Have you not seen the cliffs?”


Reece turned and surveyed the cliffs, the ancient rock walls of the canyon, partially concealed in the swirling mists. They were straight, vertical. He knew they were right; it would not be easy. Yet he also knew that they had no choice.


“It gets worse,” Reece retorted. “Those walls are also slick with mist. And even if we do reach the bottom, we might not ever get back up.”


They all stared at him, puzzled.


“Then you yourself agree that it is madness to try,” Krog said.


“I agree it is madness,” Reece said, his voice booming with authority and confidence. “But madness is what we were born for. We are not mere men; we are not mere citizens of the Ring. We are a special breed: we are soldiers. We are warriors. We are men of the Legion. We took a vow, an oath. We vowed to never shy from a quest because it is too difficult or dangerous, to never hesitate because an endeavor may cause personal harm. It is for the weak to hide and cower—not for us. That is what makes us warriors. That is the very essence of valor: you embark on a cause bigger than yourself because it is the right thing to do, the honorable thing to do, even if it may be impossible. After all, it is not the achieving that makes something valorous, but the attempting of it. It is bigger than us. It is who we are.”


There came a heavy silence, as the wind whipped through and the others contemplated his words.


Finally, Indra stepped forward.


“I am with Reece,” she said.


“As am I,” Elden added, stepping forward.


“And I,” O’Connor added, stepping to Reece’s side.


Conven walked silently beside Reece, gripping the hilt of his sword, and turned and faced the others. “For Thorgrin,” he said, “I would go to the ends of the earth.”


Reece felt emboldened having his tried-and-true Legion members at his side, these people who had become as close to him as family, who had ventured with him to the ends of the Empire. The five of them stood there and stared back at the two new Legion members, Krog and Serna, and Reece wondered if they were going to join them. They could use the extra hands; but if they wanted to turn back, then so be it. He would not ask twice.


Krog and Serna stood there, staring back, unsure.


“I am a woman,” Indra said to them, “as you have mocked me before. And yet here I stand, ready for a warrior’s challenge—while there you are, with all your muscles, mocking and afraid.”


Serna grunted, annoyed, brushing back his long brown hair from his wide, narrow eyes and stepping forward.


“I will go,” he said, “but only for Thorgrin’s sake.”


Krog was the only one who stood there, red-faced, defiant.


“You are damn fools,” he said. “All of you.”


But still, he stepped forward, joining them.


Reece, satisfied, turned and led them to the Canyon’s edge. There was no more time to waste.


*


Reece clung to the side of the cliff as he inched his way down, the others several feet above him, all of them climbing their way painfully down, as they had been for hours. Reece’s heart pounded as he scrambled to keep his footing, his fingers raw and numb with cold, his feet slipping on the slick rock. He had not anticipated it to be this hard. He had looked down and had studied the terrain, the shape of the rock, and had noticed that in some places, the rock went straight down, perfectly smooth, impossible to climb; in other places it was covered in a dense moss; and in still others, it had a serrated slope, indents, holes, nooks and crannies in which one could place one’s feet and hands. He had even spotted the occasional ledge to rest on.


Yet the actual climbing had proved much harder than it had seemed. The mist perpetually obscured his view, and as Reece swallowed and looked down, he was having a harder and harder time finding footholds. Not to mention, even after all this time climbing, the bottom, if it even existed, remained out of sight.


Inwardly, Reece was feeling a mounting fear, a dryness in his throat. A part of him wondered if he had made a grave mistake.


But he dared not show his fear to the others. He was their de factor leader now, and he needed to set an example. He also knew that indulging his fears would not do him any good. He needed to stay strong and to stay focused, and he knew that fear would only obscure his abilities.


Reece’s hands were trembling as he got a hold of himself. He told himself he had to forget what lay below and concentrate just on what lay before him.


Just one step at a time, he told himself. He felt better thinking of it that way.


Reece found another foothold, and took another step down, then another, and found himself starting to get back into a rhythm.


“WATCH OUT!” someone yelled.


Reece braced himself as small pebbles suddenly showered down all around him, bouncing off his head and shoulders. He looked up to see a large rock come hurling down, and he dodged and just missed it.


“Sorry!” O’Connor called down. “Loose rock!”


Reece’s heart was pounding as he looked back down and tried to stay calm. He was dying to know where the bottom was; he reached over, grabbed a small rock which had landed on his shoulder, and, looking down, hurled it.


He watched, waiting to see if it made a noise.


It never did.


His foreboding deepened. There was still no sense of where the bottom was. And with his hands and feet already trembling, he did not know if they could make it. Reece swallowed, all sorts of thoughts racing through his brain as he continued. What if Krog had been right? What if there really was no bottom? What if this was a reckless suicide mission?


As Reece took another step, scampering down several feet, gaining momentum again, suddenly he heard the sound of body scraping rock, and then heard someone cry out. There came a commotion beside him, and he looked over to see Elden, beginning to fall, slipping down past him.


Reece instinctively reached out a hand, and managed to grab Elden’s wrist as he slipped past. Luckily Reece had a firm grip on the cliff with his other hand, and he was able to hold with Elden tightly, preventing him from sliding all the way down. Elden dangled, though, unable to find footing. Elden was too big and heavy, and Reece felt his strength slipping away.


Indra appeared, scaling down quickly, and she reached out and grab Elden’s other wrist. Elden scrambled, but could not find footing.


“I can’t find a hole!” Elden screamed back, panic in his voice. He kicked wildly, and Reece feared that he would lose his own grip and go falling down with him. He thought quickly.


Reece recalled the rope and grappling hook that O’Connor had shown him before their descent, the tool of choice they used to scale walls during a siege. In case it comes in handy, O’Connor had said.


“O’Connor, your rope!” Reece screamed. “Throw it down!”


Reece looked up and watched O’Connor pull the rope from his waist, lean back and impale the hook into a nook in the wall. He sank it in with all his might, tested it several times, then threw it down. The rope dangled past Reece.


It couldn’t have come a moment sooner. Elden’s slippery palm was sliding out of Reece’s hand, and as he began to fall back, Elden reached out and grabbed the rope. Reece held his breath, praying it held.


It did. Elden slowly pulled himself up, until finally he found a strong footing. He stood on a ledge, breathing hard, back to his old balance. He breathed a deep sigh of relief, and so did Reece. It had been too close a call.


*


They climbed and climbed, until Reece did not know how much time had passed. The sky turned darker, and Reece dripped with sweat despite the cold, feeling as if any moment could be his last. His hands and feet shook violently, and the sound of his own breathing filled his ears. He wondered how much more of this he could take. He knew that if they do not find the bottom soon, they would all have to stop and rest, especially as it would be dark soon. But the problem was, there was nowhere to stop and rest.


Reece could not help but wonder, if they all became too exhausted, if the others might just begin to fall, one at a time.


There came a great clamor of rock, and a small avalanche came, tons of pebbles raining down, landing on Reece’s head and face and eyes. His heart stopped as he heard a scream—a different one this time, a scream of death. Out of the corner of his eye he saw plummeting past him, almost faster than he could process, a body.


Reece reached out a hand to grab him, but it happened too fast. All he could do was turn and watch as he spotted Krog, airborne, flailing, shrieking, falling back first, straight down into nothingness.


 


 





CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Kendrick sat astride his horse, beside Erec, Bronson, Srog, out in front of his thousands of men as he faced down Tirus and the Empire. They had walked right into a trap. They had been sold out by Tirus, and Kendrick realized now, too late, that it had been a great mistake to trust him.


Kendrick looked up and to his right, and saw ten thousand Empire soldiers up high on the ridge of the valley, arrows at the ready, and he looked to his left and saw just as many. Before them stood even more. Kendrick’s few thousand men could never possibly outfight this number of soldiers. They would be slaughtered to even try. And with all those bows drawn, the slightest move would result in the massacre of his men. Geographically, being at the base of a valley, didn’t help them either. Tirus had chosen his ambush location well.


As Kendrick sat there, helpless, his face burning with rage and indignation, he stared back at Tirus, who sat up high on his horse with a self-satisfied smile. Beside him sat his four sons, and beside them, an Empire commander.


“Is money that important to you?” Kendrick asked Tirus, hardly ten feet away, his voice as cold as steel. “Would you sell your own people, your own blood?”


Tirus showed no remorse; he smiled still wider.


“Your people are not my blood, remember?” he said. “That is why I am not, according to your laws, entitled to my brother’s throne.”


Erec cleared his throat in anger.


“The MacGil laws pass the throne to the son—not to the brother.”


Tirus shook his head.


“All inconsequential now. Your laws no longer matter. Might always triumphs over law. It is those with might who dictate the law. And now as you can see, I am stronger. Which means, from now on, I write the law. Succeeding generations will remember none of your laws. All that they will remember is that I, Tirus, was King. Not you, and not your sister.”


“Thrones taken by illegitimacy never last,” Kendrick countered. “You may kill us; you may even convince Andronicus to grant you a throne. But you and I both know you won’t rule for long. You’ll be betrayed by the same treachery you instilled on us.”


Tirus sat there, unfazed.


“Then I shall savor those brief days on my throne while they last—and I shall applaud the man that can betray me with as much skill in which I have betrayed you.”


“Enough talk!” the Empire commanders yelled out. “Surrender now or your men will die!”


Kendrick stared back, furious, knowing he needed to surrender but not wanting to.


“Lay down your arms,” Tirus said calmly, his voice reassuring, “and I will treat you fairly, as one warrior to another. You shall be my prisoners of war. I may not share your laws, but I do honor the battle code of a warrior. I promise you, you shall not be harmed under my watch.”


Kendrick looked over at Bronson, at Srog and at Erec, who glanced back at him. All of them sat there, proud warriors each, horses prancing beneath them, silent.


“Why should we trust you?” Bronson called out to Tirus. “You who have already proven that your word means nothing. I am of a mind to die here on the battlefield, just to wipe that smug smile off your face.”


Tirus turned and scowled at Bronson.


 “You speak though you are not even a MacGil. You are a McCloud. You have no right interfering in MacGil business.”


Kendrick came to the defense of his friend: “Bronson is as much a MacGil now as any of us. He speaks with the voice of our men.”


Tirus gritted his teeth, clearly annoyed.


“The choice is yours. Look all about you and see our thousands of archers at the ready. You have been outwitted. If you even reach for your swords, your men will fall dead on the spot. Surely even you can see that. There are times to fight, and times to surrender. If you want to protect your men, you will do what any good commander would do. Lay down your arms.”


Kendrick clenched his jaw several times, burning up inside. As much as he hated to admit it, he knew Tirus was correct. He glanced about and knew in an instant that most if not all of his men would die here if they tried to fight. As much as he wanted to fight, he knew that it would be the selfish choice; and as much as he despised Tirus, he sensed that he was telling the truth and that his men would not be harmed. As long as they lived, they could always fight another day, in some other place, on some other battlefield.


Kendrick looked over at Erec, a man he had fought with countless times, the champion of the Silver, and he knew that he was thinking the same thing. It was different to be a leader than to be a warrior: a warrior could fight with reckless abandon, but a leader had to think of others first.
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