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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Lance could feel the pulse of the shadow magic in the amulet, threatening to overwhelm him as he lay there in the dark. 


Shadows were rearing up around him, weaving around like snakes ready to strike. He groaned and reached out with his gift for shadows, pulling them back towards him, forcing them back into the amulet he wore.


He sat up, trying to get a sense of where he was. There was sticky ichor on his dark hair, but Lance suspected that it wasn't his blood, that it instead came from the plant monster he and the others had fought just a short time before...


The others, where were the others?


Lance looked around, and his command over the shadows let him see through the dark with ease. He saw the remains of the plant monster that they'd fought lying in the middle of the cavern in which Lance now stood. Justin was lying there atop it, his blond hair tangled in some of the thing’s thorns, several minor scrapes on his skin. 


He groaned and sat up even as Lance watched, the movement filling Lance with relief that his friend wasn’t dead. 


A glow sprang up in the cave. It turned out to be Dorian, approaching with a stone enchanted with the small magic in his hand. Lance had been the one to enchant that stone, and now it cast a soft glow over the cavern they were in. Dorian must have recovered from the fall faster than either of them.


Lance breathed a sigh of relief when he saw Dorian and Justin were alive. They had been traveling together for... Lance wasn't even sure how long it was now, only that there was no one else down in this underground kingdom of horrors he could truly trust. Even Kael, the creature who had helped Lance to learn more about controlling shadows, was acting in his own interests, trying to usurp King Zander of the Kingdom Beneath's throne.


Dorian approached Lance and Justin, concern etched on his face as he looked them over for injuries. "Are you okay?" he asked, his voice laced with worry.


Lance nodded, still feeling the weight of the shadow magic in his amulet. "I'm fine," he said, though he knew Dorian wouldn't believe him. "What about you?"


Once, Dorian had been his rival. He'd made it clear that he despised the fact that Lance had started life as a commoner rather than someone noble born like him and Justin. Dorian had hated the fact that Princess Meredith had shown an interest in Lance, not in Dorian. 


Now, after traveling through the Kingdom Beneath, Lance wanted to believe that the two of them were at least allies, if not friends. 


Dorian shrugged off the question. "It will take more than a little drop to hurt me, commoner. Are you okay?" Dorian asked Justin, helping him up from the decaying plant monster. It seemed that Lance had thought too soon.


"Yes, just a few scratches," Justin responded, wincing as he tried to brush off the thorns still stuck in his hair.


"I don't remember it as a little fall," Lance said. They'd been fighting the plant monster when it had seized them, holding them over a pit leading down to an unknown doom far below. The three of them had managed to slay it, Lance finally tearing it apart with darts made of solid shadow, but that had led to them tumbling into the pit.


Dorian shrugged. "I think it was more of a chute than a straight drop, and in any case, the plant thing broke our fall."


He said it as if it didn't matter. Was that just a brave face he was putting on, not wanting to show any weakness in front of Lance? Or had he truly become braver in their travels, so that he was no longer the boy who had to be forced forward by the other knights in their party? Lance wasn’t sure. He only knew that he had been terrified in those last moments, sure that he and his friends would die. 


Somehow, they'd managed to survive, and Lance felt more relief than he'd imagined possible at that fact. 


Lance looked around, his eyes still adjusting to the light. The cave was filled with strange rock formations and tunnels leading off in different directions.


"Where do you think we are?" Justin asked. 


That was an important question. Lance concentrated, looking around for anything that might help them to navigate. There was nothing. The Kingdom Beneath was a giant maze of tunnels and caverns, so that it was impossible to tell for sure where they were without more information. 


"I'm not sure," he said finally. "But I have a feeling that we're deeper in the Kingdom Beneath than we've ever been before."


Dorian frowned. "And that's not good, is it?"


"No, it's not," Lance said. "My guess is that the lower levels will be, if anything, even more dangerous than the ones above."


"It's good in one way," Justin pointed out, sounding more cheerful than he should have at the prospect. 


"What's that?" Dorian asked. "What's good about 'more dangerous'?"


"Aleta said that the way to Zander's castle was to go down and keep going down," Justin pointed out. 


"That's true," Lance said, feeling a glimmer of hope as he realized the truth of Justin’s words. "We're definitely going deeper, and we might be getting closer to our goal. If we're going to rescue Meredith, this drop might have helped us to get to her faster."


"And when we do?" Dorian countered. "I can't imagine that the king of this place is just going to give the princess back."


Lance nodded in agreement. "No, he won't. But we won't give him a choice."


"And fight against whatever army of monsters he has down here?" Dorian said. “That plan monster nearly killed us.”


"We have to try. Meredith is depending on us."


Dorian sighed, looking around at their surroundings. "Alright then. Let's keep moving. We don't want to be caught off guard by any more surprises."


They set off down one of the tunnels, the glow from Dorian's enchanted stone casting flickering shadows on the rough walls. Lance led the way, his senses on high alert for any danger. The tunnel twisted and turned, branching seemingly at random. 


Soon, they didn't need the light of the stone. Weird fungi grew down here, glowing enough that they could see their way if they were careful. They grew in clusters, giant mushrooms glowing with a light that made them look like some kind of underground sea creature.


"They're the same fungi that were there above," Lance said. That gave him an idea. "Aleta and Kael both said that Meredith is changing things down here with her gift."


"So?" Dorian asked. 


"So, the effect will be greater the closer we get to her, won't it?" Lance suggested. He could feel his own gift. There were limits to how it could reach out. It was stronger, the closer to him he worked it. Wouldn't the same be true for Meredith?


"Which means that if we look for more and more plants, we'll be able to get closer to her?" Justin guessed. 


Lance nodded. "I hope so."


As they continued down the tunnel, they noticed that the fungi became more and more abundant. The walls were covered in vibrant green moss, and the ground was dotted with colorful flowers. The air was thick with the scent of earth and vegetation. Where there were branches in the tunnels, the three of them picked the one with the most plants, using the glowing fungi like a shining path heading towards Meredith. 


They rounded a bend in the tunnel and came upon a cavern filled with plant life. Flowers bloomed in every color imaginable, and vines snaked along the walls, creating an almost otherworldly atmosphere.


"Wow," Justin breathed. "This is amazing."


"It's also probably a trap," Dorian muttered. "Keep your weapons at the ready."


Lance nodded in agreement, the three of them moving quickly and quietly across the cavern. Lance was ready to throw his shadows around the three of them defensively at a moment's notice. 


They made it across the room. There was a crack in the cavern wall there, the fissure caused by one of the plants growing through it. Lance looked through it...


…and saw a shining cavern spread out below them, vast and glittering with light. The walls were reflective crystal, taking and amplifying the glow of the fungi now growing there, as well as a couple of torches. That glow illuminated a castle, somehow, impossibly built there within the vastness of the cavern. It had spires and turrets, spikes sticking out from the walls, and a great drawbridge leading from the outer part of the cavern to a spur of rock on which it sat. Vegetation covered almost all of it; that was definitely where Meredith was.


Lance took a moment or two to simply stare at it in astonishment. It was unlike anything he had ever seen before. The castle was grand and beautiful, and yet there was something ominous about it. The very fact that someone had built it, rather than simply fortifying a section of tunnels, spoke of a need to evoke fear and grandeur on the part of the builder, a need to proclaim the ease with which he could control the stones themselves. Lance felt a chill run down his spine, wondering what kind of horrors awaited them inside.


"We're close," Lance whispered to the others. "That must be Zander's castle."


Dorian and Justin peered through the crack in the wall, their eyes widening in amazement at the sight of the castle as they looked.


"It's incredible," Justin whispered. "But how do we get down there?" 


That was the question that mattered now. They were close, but they couldn’t simply drop down into the cavern; they would need to find another way. 


There had to be a way down to it through the tunnels, though. Lance would find it, he had to. Meredith was in there somewhere, and he was determined to save her, whatever it took.




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


It was, King Aldus IV decided as he looked out towards the armies of his enemies, going to take a miracle to save Destarra. 


He stood atop his castle's walls, leaning on the sword he used for a crutch, wearing armor encrusted with the runes of the small magic. Thanks to his injuries, it was exhausting wearing it, but Aldus knew that he had to be seen like that by his people. They had to see him standing strong, ready for any fight that came his way. 


What would they see, though, any of his people who looked up at him there on the wall? Once, he had been a tall, imposing figure, the very image of strength and vitality. Once, he had been a king to be admired, perhaps even feared by Lytos’ foes. Now, he was a shadow of his former self. They would see a broken man, barely holding himself together, struggling to keep up appearances. It was a far cry from the image he wanted to present. 


His hair was greying with age, his once powerful frame damaged by the tree that had fallen on him weeks ago now so that every movement brought pain with it. Worse, the worries of the kingdom felt like a crushing weight on Aldus' shoulders. 


The most obvious problem was the army that surrounded the city, laying siege to it. The barbarians of the Janden formed most of that force, under their cruel chief, Tak. They encircled the city in a great horde, hide clad barbarians clustered around their fires, their horses corralled, ready to let them ride out in pursuit of anyone who tried to flee the city. 


There were the banners of rebellious lords nearby, suborned by the traitor, Lord Antonio, who even now sat in Aldus' dungeon, probably waiting for the moment when his allies would take the city and rescue him. Antonio had tried to assassinate Aldus, and his followers had tried to repeat the attempt. Worse, the man seemed to be in league with Zander, the dark king of the Kingdom Beneath, who had stolen away Aldus' daughter, Meredith.


Finally, there were the mercenaries, tough men of the city-states of the south, past the wild lands where the Janden lived. Aldus had hoped to hire them to defend his lands, but Antonio had gotten to them first. Now, his kingdom faced three groups of foes at once.


Aldus knew that they wouldn't give up until they had taken the city, and that thought left him sleepless most nights. So did the thought of what the Janden might do if they ever took the city. Barbarians like them would not be gentle with the inhabitants. 


But, as dangerous as it was, the siege was only the beginning of his problems.


The whispers of rebellion were growing louder every day. His people were tired of the constant war and the lack of food that came with it. Already, a group of malcontents within the city had tried to breach the walls and kill Aldus. Only the swift actions of the newly knighted Sir Polk, accompanied improbably by the Janden Safek and the thief Thea, had saved Aldus from certain death. 


He hoped that he'd done the right thing, sending the three of them to seek the aid of the wild-kin. He didn't even know if their strange little group had made it safely beyond the city, and now, he was hoping that they would be able to persuade an ancient and reclusive people to come to Lytos' aid. For all he knew, all three had already been killed by the Janden simply for trying to leave.


As Aldus scanned the horizon, he couldn't help but feel a sense of hopelessness wash over him. His kingdom was crumbling beneath him, and he didn't know how much longer it could hold out against the forces arrayed against it. Even the skies of the kingdom were under siege, covered by Zander's lingering shadows, rendering even the day a kind of perpetual half-light as the rays of the sun struggled to break through. Under those shadows, crops had withered and the days were growing colder, the kingdom slowly dying as its great foe's magic crushed the life from it.


That wasn’t just down to the shadows, though. The absence of his daughter Meredith was a part of it too, her magic caught up in the very life of the kingdom. 


Aldus sighed and headed back into the castle to meet with his guards and advisors in the great hall. He limped through the castle, leaning on his sword, determined not to show just how weak he was. 


As he entered the great hall, Aldus could feel the weight of the room's gaze upon him. It seemed as if every pair of eyes in the room flicked towards him, assessing his every movement. He could see the worry etched on the faces of his advisors, but he wouldn't let that sway him. He had to be strong for the sake of his people.


He forced his way over to the throne, sitting there with his sword across his knees. On another day, it would have made him look every inch the warrior king. Now, Aldus suspected that he just looked tired. 


"Your Majesty," one of the older advisors spoke up, "what is your plan for ending this siege?"


Aldus took a deep breath, gathering his thoughts. After all the betrayals of the last few weeks, his first thought was to wonder which of the people in that room might be traitors, which might have decided to throw in their lot with Lord Antonio. That was one of the hardest parts of the last few weeks: events had shown Aldus again and again how easily he might be betrayed. 


Aldus’ eyes flickered around the room, taking in the faces of his most trusted advisors. He knew each of them by name - their strengths, their weaknesses, and how they would react under pressure. He could see the fear in their eyes, the same fear that he felt within himself. 


"What would you have me say, Lord Mills?" Aldus asked. "We have two options if we wish to break this siege. We can either fight or negotiate."


There were murmurs of agreement and disagreement.


"And neither of those options is good," Aldus went on. "If we give battle like this... well, you have seen the numbers of the Janden. The only reason they do not assault our walls is because their chief knows that they are not as skilled in siege combat as in sweeping, open battle."


"And if we talk to them?" a noble, Lady Villis, asked. 


"They will accept nothing less than total surrender," Aldus said. "They will demand that we open the gates, then sweep in to loot and ravage as they wish. I will not see my people enslaved by them, all of you slaughtered for their amusement. I will not."


He slammed his fist down on the arm of his throne. Once, he could have done that hard enough to crack the wood. Now, it barely caught his nobles' attention. 


“Your Majesty,” one of his advisors spoke up, breaking the heavy silence that hung in the air. “The food supplies are running low. The people are growing restless. They’re becoming desperate.” 


"Do you think I don't know that?" Aldus shot back with more force than he intended, anger filling his voice. He knew the troubles his people were facing. What he didn't know was how to save them. He would have given anything right then to be able to help them.


Right then, the priority was finding a way to defeat the Janden. To do that, Aldus and his people needed allies. He'd pinned so much hope on Sir Polk and his unlikely friends, not so much because they were the best for the task as simply because Polk was the only one Aldus could truly trust in all of this. They’d saved Aldus’ life from the last attempt to kill him. 


Now, Aldus had to hope that trust wasn't misplaced. When the only plan was to sit there and endure the siege until they returned, he was putting a lot of faith in people who might already be dead, for all he knew. Certainly, there had been no word from the three of them to suggest that they had made any progress in their quest.


"Your majesty, come quickly!" a servant called, rushing into the great hall. 


"What is it?" Aldus demanded. "Have the Janden breached the gates?" 


"No, your majesty. It... it's snowing."


Ordinarily, such a simple thing would have seemed like nothing compared to the danger of the siege. Now, that barely seemed possible, when just a couple of weeks before it had been early summer. Aldus led the way out into the castle's courtyard, wanting to see the truth of it for himself. His nobles followed him, either because they wanted to stay near their king, or because they didn't quite believe it either. 


Sure enough, though, snow was falling. The snowflakes were drifting down soundlessly, swirling on the breeze, some of them catching on the edge of the castle’s battlements and some of them catching on the tips of the nobles' fine robes, all of them melting into the ground. It was unexpectedly warm for snow. The snowflakes melted once they landed on Aldus’s skin, but they still had the feel of snow, cold and powdery, snowflakes tumbling from the shadowed skies.


"What does this mean?" the servant asked.


"It means nothing," Aldus said, but that was a lie. He knew what it meant. The shadows had come when Zander first kidnapped his daughter, Meredith. The plants of the kingdom had started to wither the longer she was away. This... this meant that she was further away from him than ever. 


Perhaps she was no longer even alive in this world.


Aldus had no solution to it. He had sent fifty knights to recover his daughter. If they hadn't returned with her yet, it might mean that they were still searching, but it might just as easily mean that they had all perished. 


And the snow... did that mean that Meredith was truly lost to him?




 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Meredith sat in her room, eating more of the poisonous mushroom that grew beneath her bed and contemplating the creature she had killed, only too recently. 


It occurred to her that she should have felt horror at the thought of killing anything, even the monster that Baruth had been. It didn't matter that he'd been trying to hurt Meredith at the time, or that he'd slain one of the only creatures down here Meredith cared about. What mattered was that Meredith had killed him with her gifts, wrapping him in poisoned vines, filling his strange double being with fungal spores. 


He'd been set over Meredith as her guard, the creature split between two halves, one that of a shadowy human, the other utterly monstrous, made more hideous by the plants that Zander had fed it, plants that only grew in the Kingdom Beneath now that Meredith was there. He'd been powerful and deadly, and Meredith had killed him.


And Meredith felt nothing. No hint of guilt, none of the grief or conflict that might have been there normally. She seemed to float beyond the feelings that she should have had, the horror and the remorse, the sense of it all being wrong. 


Meredith knew that she should have felt something, anything, but it was as though her emotions had been severed from her. Or perhaps as though she floated beyond them, unable to reach down for them. Perhaps it was the result of the mushrooms that she'd been eating, the poisonous ones that Zander had fed her, but which seemed to increase her powers, or maybe it was simply the fact that she had been down there, in the Kingdom Beneath the surface, for too long.


Perhaps she was becoming a thing more suited to this strange, deadly place.


Meredith stood up, feeling the weight of her decision as her thoughts drifted to her father, Aldus. She knew that he was looking for her, but she had no way of communicating with him. No way of even letting him know that she still lived. She was trapped, alone, and without a way out.


She roamed the halls of Zander’s castle, her footsteps echoing in the emptiness. Occasionally, she passed the creatures of the Kingdom Beneath there: the twisted goblin-kin, the strange, almost ethereal whisperlings, the dwarves, the slime folk, and even stranger things. Meredith was no longer even repulsed by them, the way she had been at first. She didn’t feel the same wash of terror any time one of them came close. 


What did they see when they looked at her? Outwardly, Meredith probably looked mostly the same as she had when she'd been back home in the world above. She had the same deep red hair, the same green eyes, the same delicate features. Yet there were differences, too. Her skin was paler now, almost translucent. The dark dress she was wearing was like nothing she would have worn at her father's court, laced tightly at the waist and slit high along one side. The creatures Meredith passed gave her wary looks, as if recognizing something dangerous in her. 


Meredith certainly felt dangerous. She felt filled with the poison of the mushrooms, the poison that Zander said would have been lethal to her when she first came there. It felt as though she were drifting in an ocean of that poison, as if whoever she had been before were slowly drifting away into the vast sea of it. 


Nothing seemed to matter to Meredith, then. Not the fact that she was changing into someone, something different. Not the fact that she'd killed Baruth. The only thing that really mattered was finding a way to escape Zander's kingdom. 


Meredith still wasn't entirely sure why she hadn't run after she'd killed Baruth. They'd been in the caves beyond the castle. They'd been alone. In theory, it would have been easy to slip away into the rest of the Kingdom Beneath. 


But something had held her back. Maybe it was the fear of what lay beyond the caves. Maybe it was the fear of never being able to find her way back home. Or maybe it was the fear of being hunted down and killed for what she'd done. 


Yet Meredith didn't feel fear, not really, or if she did, it was buried under everything else. Instead, she seemed to be able to consider the practicalities of escape in an almost detached way. 


Meredith knew that she had to find a way out. She couldn't stay there forever, slowly being consumed by the poison and the darkness. She had to go back to her father, to her home, to the light. To do that, though, she would need to prevent Zander from following her, from hunting her through the tunnels of his kingdom. 


She would need to kill him. 


That thought was enough to pierce through the veil that the mushrooms seemed to have built up inside her. Meredith knew that killing Zander wouldn't be easy. He was powerful, cunning, and she had seen firsthand the horrors he was capable of. She wasn't sure if she had it in her to take his life like that, either, in cold blood. 


It didn't matter that he had kept her here as a prisoner now for what felt like forever. It didn't matter that Meredith had overheard him planning to use creatures twisted by the plants she'd grown to invade the world above. Even so, trying to kill Zander felt like too much. Too dangerous, too horrifying, too difficult to contemplate. 


Meredith kept wandering the halls of the castle. A humanoid creature came up to her. The monster had a translucent look about it, as if it were made of dense smoke. It had mannequin-like hands with writhing worms instead of fingers and bore rows of needle-like teeth.


"King Zander requires you in the throne room," the creature said. Its voice was rasping and cruel, yet Meredith could hear a hint of wariness there, as if it were afraid of her and not the other way around. 
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