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      The Light and Shadow Chronicles span thousands of years, and each book tells the story of one character in the tale. The books can be read in any order and characters dip in and out of each novel. One book may tell the story of a man in his adulthood. The next may be set after that character’s death or before his birth.

      Putting the story together is up to you—the order of events is not important.

      But each and every story leads the different strands of the legend to the same conclusion…

      The final battle…
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        For a thousand years, they have been locked in battle, and a thousand more await.

        The Book of Alcherys

      

      

      “You are not weak! And you are not disposable!” Silas drank in the people’s attention as he delivered his speech.

      “It doesn’t matter what the Ever-Youngs tell you. No, we will not live forever. We will grow old and die. BUT, without aging, without death, there would be no thrill to life!

      “They think we are inferior, that we deserve less in our short lives. But as Agers, we get all the ADRENALINE-FUELLED—” A cheer from the crowd.

      “NERVE-SHREDDING—” Another cheer.

      “FATALISTIC MAJESTY of the end!” The room erupted into roars.

      Silas continued, “They don’t understand. The Ever-Youngs in the Children of Light,” he spat on the floor, “feel none of the pleasure of knowing your time in this world is finite!”

      Silas held his arms out wide as he addressed the crowd, all eyes upon him. “Your time may end tomorrow on the battlefield or in fifty years warm in your bed. If you really let yourselves go, it could end tonight—there’s quite a range of intoxicants after all.”

      A wave of raucous laughter spread across the room.

      Silas made a conscious effort to slow down his speech, all too aware that when he got overexcited his words became a garbled mess. “Whatever the case, embrace life and laugh in the face of death every time you escape it. We don’t get many wins in the Brotherhood of Shadow. We must recognise our blessings when we can. And our chief blessing is access to the widest range of food, drink and pleasures known to mankind, right here in the slums. Thank the Bavelize for that!

      “So, tonight, you should partake of any and all delicacies—and don’t forget the workers at the Orchid Lounge are here to fill in for your other needs.” He waved over to the back of the hall where silk drapes separated the room into private sections. There was snickering and nods of appreciation.

      “Some of you have asked why I organised this event tonight. It’s simple. There’s not enough happiness in the Brotherhood. And there’s certainly not enough appreciation for the REAL people of Meraxor. Those in the diamond tiers get enough spent on them, the ‘privileged prats’.”

      Another roar of appreciation and laughter as Silas raised his thumb and little finger in the Meraxan symbol of disrespect.

      “But YOU are the underappreciated and unrecognised. YOU make the city of Belkeep tick. YOU harvest our food, stitch our clothes, oil our machines, and guard our borders. All of this,” he held his arms out wide, a huge grin on his face, “is for you! It’s your reward. Enjoy it. Just leave some for me.” He flashed the crowds a lopsided grin as the music kicked back in again.

      A quick trot down from the stage, and Silas was back to walking the room, shaking hands, sharing kisses, and slapping old friends on the back. He had never felt so popular. Life wasn’t so bad.

      At least, it wasn’t so bad at this moment.

      Life in the Brotherhood of Shadow never stretched as far as “good”. An eternal war, against an unbeatable enemy, and Silas Wilder found himself on the side of the damned Brotherhood of Shadow. If this state of stagnant, simmering hatred could be considered a war at all. Fighting hadn’t broken out in nearly a year. Sure, there was a great deal of underhandedness, of spies and secrecy, but no real battles. Silas was beginning to forget what it felt like to fight for real.

      Given the choice, he would have left the army, and this stupid cold war, for a life of pleasure in his beloved slums. But, of course, he had never had a choice. As the son of the king of Meraxor, Silas had been born into the lifelong battle. And it was all he ever heard from his father. Moaning about the enemy, worrying about tactics, getting angry over losses, and bragging over victories. It all got old quickly.

      Much like him. At twenty-three years old, he was already older than the majority of Children of Light soldiers.

      Their ever-present enemy, the Children of Light—Silas scoffed at the name—were Ever-Youngs. Immortals practically. They had a literal eternity to grow strong and skilful, and they used that eternity to batter Silas’s people whenever they could.

      It would drive Silas to despair if he thought about it for too long. Much better to drown his sorrows in alcohol, party like it was his last day alive—which was always a possibility—and hang out with ordinary people who didn’t want to talk tactics and loss.

      This was where he truly belonged, down in the slums of Belkeep City, with the real people. This was where he was happy.

      Ale and draka—a cheap but strong spirit from Karinam—were flowing, laughter filled the air and everywhere Silas looked, something delightful was happening. Exotic performers from every corner of the world danced and gyrated, weaving in and out of the guests, perfume hanging alluringly in the air. Padded and plush cushions were spread across the floor with people lounging across them, soaking up the decadence. Fragrant oils and spices scented the air, delicious and captivating.

      A line of Paradoran dancers paraded past Silas, decked out in brightly coloured feathers and ornate headdresses, but little else. He stood back to watch them appreciatively as they jiggled past, men and women alike, all rich, brown skin and toned bodies.

      Two men he recognised from one of the slum taverns barrelled into him, laughing at the top of their voices.

      “Hey, Silas!” one of the men called out and wrapped a sweaty arm around Silas’s shoulders. “Amazing party.”

      Silas beamed. “Glad you’re enjoying yourself.”

      “You the best of that horrible bunch in the Brotherhood, ya know.” He slapped Silas on the cheek, laughing.

      “My family, you mean?” Silas said, trying to keep a stern face, but he couldn’t help his face cracking into a huge grin. “Yeah, I know. They’re so far up their own asses they can drink their liquor twice.”

      A quick frown of confusion, then the men returned to laughing and clapping Silas on the back.

      “You’re different though, aren’t ya? You like to keep it real with the rest of the Belkeep scum.”

      All three of them cheered raucously. One of the men, a sweaty overweight baker from the market, raised a tankard full of draka, spilling half of it in the process.

      “Thank the Bavelize for Silas!” he roared at the top of his voice, and the room erupted into a cacophony of cheers. To a chorus of chanting and cheering, he tipped up his tankard and poured the rest of his draka into Silas’s mouth. Silas swallowed as much as he could, letting the rest dribble down the front of his uniform. When the tankard was empty and he had chugged down the last of the burning liquid, he raised both arms in the air, to a roar from the gathering.

      The last dregs of draka were barely down his throat before two dancers were upon him, wrapping their lithe bodies around his. They were Meraxan—he could tell from their rich creamy brown skin and dark, almond-shaped eyes, thick black hair, and slim bodies—one woman and one man, both stunningly beautiful. He wrapped arms around them both and planted a kiss on each of their lips.

      The draka was starting to affect him, his thoughts and speech dulled, his reactions warm and fuzzy. It seemed like a good idea to monitor the room, so he wandered the grand hall, checking everything was as it should be. The dilapidated fort and the hall within were looking a little run-down, paint licking away from the walls and damp starting to stain the ceilings, but underneath all the cushions and fabrics it couldn’t be seen, and the scents and perfumes drifting on the air masked the mustiness from when Silas had found the place.

      He naturally strayed to the back of the room, where the Orchid Lounge workers were busy servicing their customers.

      “Silas, the man of the hour!” said an elaborately dressed young man with artificially golden skin that shimmered.

      Jewellery hung around his bronzed neck and thick purple and grey silks were draped across him. His job as co-ordinator of the Brotherhood of Shadow’s largest brothel paid well. He wrapped a sensuous arm across Silas’s shoulders and stroked his chest with his free hand. Silas liked the way his warm hands felt, even through the light material of his Brotherhood shirt.

      “Hey, Timm.” Silas grinned and cast an appreciative eye over the concubines.

      Timm caught the hungry look in Silas’s eyes. “Shadowlord, please choose whoever you desire tonight. None of this would have been possible without you. That’s my rule. If you pay for the entertainment, then it is my job to ensure you are fully,” his hand wandered down Silas’s chest to the front of his trousers, “entertained.”

      Silas took a step back. “Not now, Timm. Tell me how it’s going tonight? How does this work? When people want to… sample one of your treats… what do they do?”

      “The lucky gentleman or lady only needs to indicate their partner of choice to me, and I will send them to a private corner for a half hour session. As it is all paid for by your gracious self, they need do nothing more.”

      Silas nodded, impressed, as Timm continued. “But, of course, there are rules in place. Regulations must be adhered to when acquiring these services. My workers can refuse any actions of which they do not wish to take part. They are expected to make their client happy but can state where they draw the line.”

      Silas grinned at Timm, feeling wicked. “Got any from Alcherys?”

      Timm’s face contorted. “How can you even joke about that, Shadowlord? I would never dream of using Alcheran scum in my lounge.”

      Silas threw his head back in laughter, but Timm was horrified.

      “Oh, come on Timm. Don’t tell me you haven’t looked at an Alcheran and wished you could get some of that. That pale skin, bright eyes, fair hair. What about the Queen of Alcherys herself, Callista Nienna? No desire to get her in the Orchid Lounge?”

      Timm’s breath caught in his throat. “Shadowlord, I don’t know what you think of me, but I run a clean business here. I would NEVER bring one of our enemies into Belkeep.”

      Silas laughed again. “This is sex, not politics. It doesn’t matter if they’re our enemy. We’re not discussing tactics here, are we? Your game is pleasure, is it not? What could bring more pleasure than stealing an Alcheran or two from their self-righteous ranks to join our little foray?”

      “Please, Shadowlord. I apologise, but we will never have Alcherans in the Orchid Lounge. The mighty Vincent Wilder would never allow it.”

      Silas rolled his eyes. “Oh yes, the ‘mighty’ Vincent. Sure. Never mind.” Silas was sick to death of hearing his father spoken of in such exalted terms. “And could you please stop calling me ‘Shadowlord’? I hate the term.”

      Timm looked at him as if he had requested something preposterous. “Of course, there is also the cheap and common stock. I brought a few along just in case the higher quality workers were all busy. Over there.” He waved a dismissive hand in the direction of a group of young concubines, three women and one man.

      Silas’s heart leapt into his throat. Terralians, or “Tricks” as they were referred to in the slums. He loved Terralians. Their thick, curly red hair and scarlet eyes drew his attention immediately. They cowered in the corner, malnourished and poorly looked after.

      Silas spotted one of the Terralian concubines, her thick, red hair curling out from behind her golden mask. Stunning; there was no other word for her.

      “Her. I want to meet her,” Silas said, pointing in her direction.

      Timm almost staggered with the shock. “Sh… Shadowlord,” he stuttered. “You paid for this evening. You can have your pick of any of tonight’s men or women. Even if they are with another customer, you know we will bring them to you instead. You don’t need to go for the Tricks, Shadowlord. There is so much better for you here.”

      Silas frowned. “Stop calling me Shadowlord. And I don’t want to ‘use’ her. I want to meet her,” he said. “She’s beautiful.”

      “But… she’s been working with us for four years. She’s dirty, used up.”

      Silas looked at her again. She must have only been nineteen years old, and her skin was still firm and beautiful. Silas longed for her, whatever her past and her origin.

      “You said I could have whoever I wanted.” He didn’t wait for an answer but walked over to her, catching her scarlet eyes, which widened as he approached. She knew who he was.

      When she spoke, it wasn’t from the heart but the rehearsed speech all Terralian concubines were forced to memorise. “I am here for your entertainment. Please do as you wish with me. Anything that happens between us remains between us.”

      Sadness crept into Silas’s heart. “You don’t need to give me the speech. I want you to be you. Tell me your wishes, your desires. I want you to enjoy me, as I enjoy you.”

      The Terralian girl frowned at him. “I don’t understand, Shadowlord. I am here for you, for whatever you want from me.”

      Silas was about to reply when Timm’s voice echoed around the hall. “The Mystique of Parador will begin their dance in just five minutes time. Please make your way to the main stage.”

      Silas gave the Terralian redhead a remorseful grin and kissed her hand. He promised he’d be back for her later, then joined the throngs of people making their way to the hall.

      A high-class Paradoran dancer by the name of Moza sidled onto the stage. The music began, enigmatic and rhythmic, drum beats irregular and primal. The dancer’s movements held Silas in a trance. Moza could move like nobody Silas had ever seen, as if his body were made of elastic. Every time he flexed, it was sensual and evocative, like a snake sliding through water.

      “Good evening, Silas.” A deep voice shattered the beauty.

      Silas looked up to see his father, Vincent Wilder, the king of Meraxor. His heart skipped a beat.

      “Silas, imagine my surprise at walking in to such an extravagant party when I informed you only last week that all gatherings of this rebellious nature were unacceptable.”

      “I don’t need to imagine your surprise. I can see it in your face,” Silas replied, “Like this.” He pulled a furious face.

      Vincent’s dark eyes narrowed. “Don’t test me, Silas. It doesn’t matter who you are. My word is final.”

      Silas sighed. “If only it were, Daddy. But unfortunately, you always have something else to say.”

      Vincent cast his eyes around the gathering. “The people love you, and I am happy to keep it that way. If they are distracted by your frivolities, they aren’t bothering me. But celebrating aging and criticizing the Brotherhood is not what we are about. Spend your money on this nonsense if you wish, but any more public displays of negativity towards the Brotherhood will not be tolerated. This is neither the time nor the place for a public whipping of my son, but I would order it if I have to. “

      Silas grinned. “Knowing the crowd in here, they’d love it. Look, Dad, we’re just having some fun. The ordinary citizens work, day in, day out. They sacrifice their lives and live in rubbish conditions so they can serve the Brotherhood. All I’m doing is rewarding them. And we have to celebrate aging, don’t we? Because everybody in this room will age and die. Just because you, and the few you have chosen, are Ever-Young doesn’t mean you are above us.”

      Vincent stared at his son with a cold emptiness in his eyes. “It means exactly that.”

      Silas sighed. “Yes, of course it does. We all know you’re ‘better’ than us, but do you begrudge us trying to get by in the state you have doomed us to? We are Agers because you have not granted us elixirs. We can sit around moaning about that, or we can celebrate the very short amount of time we are given. No?”

      Vincent’s eyes glazed over for a moment, focus dissipating. His fingers twitched in a rhythm, as if he were playing an invisible piano. He was back to normal before many would have even noticed the change, but Silas knew his father too well. He recognised the dazed look on Vincent’s face—it happened when the voice spoke. The voice only Vincent could hear. The voice of the unseen, ever-present deity of the Brotherhood.

      “All right there, Dad? What’s the big bad saying?”

      Vincent ignored his son’s blatant attempts to aggravate him. “I shall not discuss your Ager status again. You know how I feel about it. And as for rewarding the people, I would have no problem if it were just my soldiers. What you choose to do with your pittance is up to you. But don’t try to tell me THAT is a soldier in my army.” He pointed to a Terralian waiter who walked past serving appetisers.

      Biting his tongue, Silas stood to face his father. “HE is here to help serve YOUR soldiers. Look around you. Is the party for the Terralians? Or are they here to service us?”

      Vincent didn’t take his eyes off Silas. “At first glance, yes, they are serving you. But I hear rumours, Silas. Disturbing rumours of your… tastes.”

      The room had fallen quiet.

      Silas grinned. “My tastes are my own, Father. And what happens here stays here. You should respect and value the work I do. It allows the soldiers to recharge and appear in your ranks refreshed the next day. It keeps troublemakers off the streets and controls trading which would otherwise take place in the slums, unregulated. Would you prefer drugs and prostitution to run unchecked in the black markets?”

      A low, barely audible growl escaped from Vincent’s throat.

      “This is your warning, Silas. You only get one, and you get that because you are my blood. If it happens again, I won’t have you whipped, I’ll have you executed.”

      “Awww thanks Daddy. You say such lovely things.” Silas tried to place a hand on his father’s shoulder, but Vincent jerked back.

      “My father, everybody!” Silas called out to the room, holding his hands in the air. “Can we get three cheers for the almighty king of Meraxor and prestigious leader of the Brotherhood of Shadow?”

      He led the room in cheering as Vincent strode from the room without another word.

      Silas dropped back onto the cushions. Risky, but so much fun.

      By the time his father had gone, the dancer Moza had finished. Silas reached a hungry hand out to the dancer, pulling him onto the cushions. Moza collapsed into a heap with Silas and the red-haired Terralian girl, whom Silas had waved back over.

      The dancer was clearly pleased to be getting extra attention, and presumably a big tip, from a prominent member of the Brotherhood. Wrapping an arm across Silas’s shoulders, Moza relaxed, trying not to glare too obviously at the Terralian girl.

      “Did my dancing please you, Shadowlord?” he asked in a honeyed voice.

      Silas replied by slipping a fifty ember note into his hand. “I’m Silas to you, not Shadowlord.”

      Moza’s eyes widened. “But—” he began.

      “Shhh” Silas whispered. “No need.”

      Silas dragged his eyes away from Moza to the girl on his other knee. “Would you be so kind as to fetch us a sarro pipe?”

      The girl nodded meekly, rose to her feet, and scurried off to fetch one of the tall pipes dotted around the room. As soon as she was out of earshot, Moza jumped in to drag Silas’s attention back.

      “Why do you waste your time on that Trick? She’s beneath you. You should be with those befitting your position.”

      Silas smirked. “Like you?”

      “Well,” Moza narrowed his eyes, flirting with Silas, “I could certainly give you everything you need.”

      “Tempting as that sounds…” Silas hesitated, his eyes running over Moza’s stunning features. “There’s just no substitute for a Terralian. It’s that beautiful hair.”

      He nodded to the girl, who was walking back over to them, her thick red curls bouncing behind her. Silas raised his eyebrows to make a point, then shook his head at Moza’s shaven head.

      The girl was back with them before Moza could reply, placing the pipe on the ground and lighting the coals to go inside. When it was lit and the coals glowed a deep orange, she crumbled the sarro leaves and lumps of tobacco. The sarro fragments sizzled and an intoxicating steam rose into the air. She attached a long tube with a mouthpiece and sucked on it a few times and thick smoke coiled from it.

      “Now the party can really begin, huh?”

      Lying back on the padded cushions around him, Silas took a long drag on the pipe, inhaling the smooth sweet-tasting drug. He let it rest for a moment, enjoying the way his head swam, then exhaled in one long breath.

      Warm tingles spread throughout him, fuzzy and comforting. He tilted his head back as the pleasant effects took hold. He absentmindedly passed the pipe over to Moza, who followed suit and lay back beside him, eyes closed.

      The Terralian girl sat quietly, awaiting orders.

      Silas waved the pipe in her direction.

      “Have some,” he said in a dozy voice. “I insist.”

      The girl hesitated, clearly unsure of her best course of action. Eventually, she took the pipe and copied Silas and Moza, lying rigidly beside them, never quite letting herself relax.

      For the next half hour, Silas drifted in and out of clarity, inhaling long breaths of the sarro smoke and periodically kissing one of his two companions. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d experienced such bliss.

      “Silas.” He heard the voice as a distant echo and it barely registered to his drug-addled brain.

      “Silas!” Again, louder this time. He stirred.

      “You with us?”

      He dragged himself back to consciousness to see his older brother standing over him.

      “Having fun?” Drake asked.

      “Always,” Silas replied, grinning. He held the sarro pipe out. “Care to partake?”

      Drake raised an eyebrow. “No. I need to keep my head clear.”

      “What for?” Silas scoffed. “You’re not on duty.”

      “You never know what can happen. These are dangerous times. Besides, Dad might return, and I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t approve.”

      Silas gave a wry chuckle. “Oh yes, I’ve already had that pleasure. And you’re right. He wasn’t too impressed. So, I’m already in the bad books. No harm in digging myself further into trouble. Anyway, you know how it goes. I’ll take all Dad’s flack, and you’ll get off scot-free.”

      Instead of the grin Silas had been expecting in response, Drake’s brow furrowed deeper. “I need to talk to you, Silas.”

      “You’re talking to me now, are you not?”

      “It’s important. We need to speak privately.”

      Silas hesitated. Take his brother seriously, or make a joke of him? Difficult decision.

      “We’re kind of in the worst place to have a private chat,” he said, gesturing to the people all around them.

      With an iron grip, Drake reached down and grabbed Silas by his shirt, yanking him to his feet. “I need to talk with you, now.”

      Stumbling and trying to stop himself from being strangled by his own shirt, Silas scurried alongside Drake. “Hey, hey, hey! Stop it! I’m coming! I’m coming!”

      But Drake didn’t slow down and didn’t release any pressure on Silas’s collar as he dragged him over to the Orchid Lounge area and demanded to be given one of the private booths.

      “Woah, people will talk,” Silas said as his brother threw him inside and yanked the curtains shut around them.

      “Shut up,” Drake hissed, grabbing Silas’s shirt again. “Stop the stupid jokes and listen.”

      “OK, OK. What in Meraxor has gotten into you? It’s a party for Bavelize’s sake. Calm the hell down.”

      Drake finally let go of his brother’s shirt and smoothed the material back down. “Look, I’m sorry, Si, but you never listen if I don’t take drastic action.”

      “True. You’ve got my attention now. For a while at least. Now hurry up because there are too many things out there more interesting than you.”

      Choosing to gloss over the insult, Drake tugged at his shoulder-length dark hair, which Silas knew to be his subconscious stress reaction. “I’ve been hearing things, Si. In the slums. There are rumours going around, but I think it’s more than that. I think it might be finally happening.”

      “Can you please talk sense, Drake? I love you to bits, but this is the ranting of a madman.”

      “The Children of Light. They’re preparing to move in on us—for real this time. Talk in the slums is that they are positioning forces around our borders, planning covert action, sabotage, things like that. I think it might finally be happening.”

      Silas sighed and rolled his eyes. “They are always preparing, and always threatening. It’s always this possibility hanging over us. Name me a month when there hasn’t been the rumour of a threat. Invasion, assassination—there’s always something.”

      “This is different!” Drake snapped.

      “Why? Why is this time different?”

      “Because the Children of Light’s scholars have interpreted a new prophecy from the Book of Alcherys. Rumours in the slums have their origin in truth, you know that. The traders who have been to Alcherys are returning with tales of new investigations into the Book.”

      Silas scoffed. “They have been blindly following that stupid book for years. How many of their prophecies have actually come true?”

      “It isn’t about that!” Drake hissed. “Whether it’s true or not, the people believe it—and they will act upon it.”

      Rolling his eyes and trying not to heave an exasperated sigh, Silas knew the best way to finish this conversation as quickly as possible and get back to the party was to humour his brother. “Go on then. What’s this prophecy about?”

      “I don’t know exactly. No, no, wait!” Drake stopped Silas’s protestations before they even began. “The exact wording changes from tale to tale, but the meaning is the same. The time has come to close the net around Meraxor. The Children of Light have been waiting until power has shifted fully into their favour. Now it has. For the first time in many years, they have the upper hand. They’re starting the final push and moving Ever-Youngs into crucial positions for attack.”

      “First of all, they always have the upper hand, so saying they’ve been waiting for it is complete flopdoodle. We know they overpower us. They have more soldiers, more money, more weapons, more armour, and the big hitter—they have an eternity to train and improve. They are unbeatable, Drake, and you know it.”

      His brother looked as though he had been struck across the face. “Don’t say things like that, Si. Once we accept defeat as an inevitability, we’ll give up fighting altogether.”

      “It’s not an inevitability, but it’s as close as.” Silas grasped his brother by both shoulders. “This is Father’s concern, not ours. We follow the orders, remember. We don’t give them. Even if we were somehow privy to information Dad doesn’t have, he wouldn’t let us do anything about it.”

      “He might take it seriously if a number of us go to him together and tell him what we’ve heard.”

      Silas scoffed again. “And then what? Will Father send us out to meet the Ever-Youngs in battle? I’d rather not, thank you very much. Much better here in the confines of Belkeep.”

      “Stop it, Si. This isn’t a joke. You have to take something seriously for once.”

      Silas grinned. “One, I will never take anything seriously. Two, you are blowing this out of proportion. Nothing ever comes of the threats. This will be no exception. And three, if I were to put my energy into saving the world, or one part of it, it wouldn’t be to do with Dad’s ongoing pettiness with Callista Nienna and her Children of Light. I’m more concerned about the battle within the city itself and the slums. Our people are more threatened by disease, poverty, and starvation than by a band of pompous Ever-Youngs.”

      From the sigh of defeat Drake uttered and the way he hung his head, Silas knew he had won this one. He slowed down, knowing his high-speed ranting would irritate Drake more than convince him. “Come on, Drakey, whatever the threat out there, it isn’t in here with us. The world won’t end this evening. But your reputation might if you don’t get out there, chug some draka, smoke some sarro and just relax.”

      The facade broke for a moment and Silas saw a smile and in it a glimpse of the brother he had grown up with—fun, wild and carefree. The brother he had before numerous hardships had worn Drake down.

      “There we go,” Silas said. “Let’s get back to the fun.”

      Silas led his brother out of the Orchid Lounge booth, winking playfully at numerous patrons as they passed, and ushered Drake into a pile of cushions back by the dancer Moza and the red-haired Terralian concubine.

      “Take some time out and relax, big bro. Are you sure you don’t want a little of this?”

      The sarro pipe still held no allure for Drake. “I’m sure.”

      Silas shrugged and took a deep drag of the pipe for his brother, holding the smoke in his mouth then exhaling slowly, to create a wispy cloud around himself and his two escorts. “Then are you sure you don’t want a little of this?” A devilish look entered Silas’s eyes as he ran his hands through the Terralian girl’s thick red hair.

      Even if the girl did hold any interest for him, Drake didn’t even look in her direction. “You look so comfortable. I wouldn’t want to disturb you. Besides, I think you would get more out of her company than I would.”

      “Probably.” It was a reference to the oath of celibacy Drake had taken two years ago. A decision Silas could not fathom. It appeared to take all of the joy out of life. Silas spent every day trying to tempt Drake out of the oath, but he just would not budge, no matter how beautiful the temptation. Drake had sworn he would allow nothing to get in the way of his career, not drugs, drink, or women—the usual three culprits that could stop a warrior’s future in one fell swoop.

      “You ready for tomorrow? Early start, remember.” Drake avoided looking directly at Silas or his companions.

      A deep groan issued from Silas’s lips almost automatically. “Can’t we go more than five minutes without you talking business? I’ll worry about tomorrow, tomorrow. For now, can’t I just enjoy now?”

      To Silas’s delight, Drake relaxed and reached over for the sarro pipe.

      “Just one,” he said in a stern voice, ignoring Silas’s maniacal grin. He inhaled a shallow breath and then let it out again almost immediately afterwards. Silas was impressed. It wasn’t going to have much effect on him, but it was a good start. Drake sank back into the cushions, the muscles of his face relaxing for the first time all day, probably all week.

      A shadow fell across the two brothers. “I never thought I’d see the day. Drake, is Silas leading you astray?” Their sister, Requiem, stood before them with a playful look on her face.

      Silas smirked. “If only. I keep trying, but he’s far too well-behaved.”

      “The well-behaved are the most fun to lead astray, aren’t they?” Requiem said.

      Delighted chuckles spilled out of Silas and he held a hand up high. Requiem slapped it hard then flopped onto a cushion opposite him.

      “Aw, did I miss the dancers?” Requiem asked.

      Silas tapped Moza on the shoulder. “Yes, but this is Moza. He was VERY talented on the stage, I can assure you. Perhaps he can show you some of his moves?”

      Moza was evidently delighted with the order as his eyes lit up. He sensually crawled over to Requiem, making suggestive eyes. Requiem giggled. He did look ridiculous, but there was no way she’d refuse Moza. The dancer was far too attractive for his sister to pass up.

      Unimpressed, Drake rolled his eyes at her. “Come on. Not you too?”

      “What? It’s been a hard day. Don’t I deserve some reward?”

      Drake shook his head disapprovingly, but there was the hint of a grin.

      Everybody in Belkeep did what they must to keep themselves sane. It wasn’t an easy place to live. If the crime, poverty, and prostitution didn’t get you, then the eternal war against the Children of Light probably would. They needed all the distractions they could get. For Drake, that was training. For Silas, it was partying.

      “Another triumph, Si,” Requiem said, breaking away from Moza’s fervent affections. “How much did this one cost?”

      “Money isn’t important, is it? It’s more about the quality of entertainment, and”—he reached across to caress the face of the Terralian girl slouching beside him—“I think it’s exceptional tonight, don’t you?”

      Drake kept his eyes locked on some imaginary object across the room. Requiem stroked Moza’s bare chest. “Most definitely. But I’m curious, indulge me. How much?”

      Silas looked nervous for the first time all evening. “If Dad found out…”

      “He won’t. You know you can trust me.”

      “Fine, but don’t say anything. It was just under a thousand embers.”

      Stunned silence. Requiem’s jaw dropped. Drake, Moza and the Terralian concubine turned to look at Silas. Requiem eventually broke the silence.

      “That. Is. Mental.”

      Silas shrugged his shoulders and waved the Terralian back to him, irritated she had stopped smothering him with attention. “Maybe so. But it’s worth it, right?”

      “But… that’s enough to pay for weapons, armour, food and drink for two months, maybe more.”

      With a deep sigh, Silas shrugged his shoulders again, more deliberately this time. “What’s the point in having a nice house, good weapons, or fancy food if you’re bored and depressed all the time? Come on, Req, you’ve got to understand the importance of a bit of leisure time? With the conditions they’re forced to live in, the gruelling work, the lack of any kind of encouragement or reward, these people are only one breakdown away from rebellion. Me included, and let’s be honest, probably you guys too. I don’t care about all that other fancy stuff if I can keep my spirits high.”

      “Well, yes, of course. Spending money on yourself makes all the sense in the world, but why throw all your hard-earned cash at these strangers?”

      Silas’s eyes flickered to the ground, “Because if I don’t have my popularity with the slum folks, and my own family can’t stand me, then I won’t have anybody on my side, will I?”

      Drake snorted. “First of all, we’re your family, and we like you. Or at least, we tolerate you,” he added with a grin. “And secondly, you can’t buy people’s affections.”

      “I beg to differ,” Silas said. “The people here love me. Even you can see that. And facing death, day in and day out, is enough to make anybody depressed, but it’s all a little easier to shoulder if there are parties in the evenings, wouldn’t you say?”

      Even if they didn’t agree with his financial decisions, Requiem and Drake couldn’t argue with Silas’s reasoning. Life was tough in the Brotherhood, even for the children of Vincent Wilder. Those who assumed they were given preferential treatment due to their parentage couldn’t have been more wrong. If anything, Vincent gave them a harder time because they were his.

      “Where did you get that kind of money?” Drake asked, his face still distorted in disbelief.

      “I’ve been saving up from our hunting trips. When we get the rewards, I’ve been skimming a bit off the top for living costs but putting most of it aside to create an ‘Ager fest’ fund.”

      Drake shook his head. “Seriously, only you could think that’s a good use of money.”

      “Can you think of something better, really?”

      “Sure. I think it’s better to keep yourself alive. Pay for armour, weapons, extra training. We are at war here, Silas, against an enemy far greater equipped than we are. It’s no use saving all your money for a party you may not even be alive to attend.”

      Silas stared at him for a second before a crooked grin broke out on his lips. “Fair enough, fair enough. I see your point. But therein lies the fundamental difference between you and me, Drakey. I’m an optimist and I can’t imagine—don’t want to imagine—a time when a party is arranged and I can’t get to it. That’s the whole point of my Ager fests. Life is finite. It’s best to enjoy it while it’s still here. Whereas you, my dearest brother, don’t celebrate life, but are determined to extend it.”

      Drake laughed and held a hand out to Silas. “You smooth talking bastard, you. How can I argue with that? Let’s just agree to disagree.”

      Silas shook his hand. “Agreed. Now, we’ve got about seven hours until morning, when we have to go out and earn the damn money to pay for weapons.” Silas nodded to Drake. “Custom-designed armour”—he pointed to Requiem, who nodded back—“or a hell of a lot of sex and alcohol.”

      After an hour of drinking, casual chatter and watching the various forms of entertainment, Silas felt his energy beginning to wane.

      Standing up and stretching out his aching limbs, Silas said, “Right guys, I’m heading off to bed now.”

      Drake laughed. “I can’t believe it’s one of your most expensive parties, and you’re going off to sleep early.”

      “Who said anything about sleep?” Silas said, pulling the Terralian girl to her feet and leading her away.
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        This mystical brew has the power to stop the turning of the tides and the decline of the living. But one sip, and the drinker shall never age, never fall victim to withering skin or greying hair. An eternity of youthfulness awaits he who drinks from the potion of life. Even on the verge of death itself, this tonic can bring a person back from impending oblivion. But beware, for once the damage is too great and the icy hand of death clasps around the heart, not even the properties of the elixir can bring life back.

        The Book of Alcherys

      

      

      Loud, incessant banging broke into Silas’s slumber, and the delightful dream he had been exploring was abruptly cut short. His head was pounding from the second he pried his eyes open. It came again, thumping loudly, and Silas finally recognised it as aggressive knocking on his door.

      With a groan that nearly made him bring up last night’s draka, Silas dragged himself out of bed and staggered to the door. He didn’t bother to compose himself, sort out his tousled hair or do any more to protect his dignity than wrap a sheet around his waist.

      Standing in the hallway were Drake and Requiem. Drake looked seriously annoyed with eyebrows furrowed and his skin red and flustered. Two axe handles stuck out over his shoulders from their position crossed over his back, for easy access. Requiem, on the other hand, cast her eyes down to Silas’s near nakedness.

      “What the hell, Silas?” Drake barked. “You knew we were meeting this morning. We need to get out there soon or all the best jobs will be gone.”

      Silas scratched his head. “All right, all right. I forgot, that’s all.”

      Drake curled his hands into fists. “Forgot? We talked about it just last night!”

      “I don’t remember anything from last night.”

      Drake let out a frustrated grunt and turned away.

      Requiem smiled behind Drake’s back. “Come on, bro, get yourself together, and let’s go before Drake punches you.”

      Silas rubbed his face vigorously with both hands. “Wouldn’t be the first time. Give me a few minutes.”

      Silas shut the door on his siblings and trudged back across his room. He stepped over the clothing strewn across the floor. The Terralian concubine from last night was still asleep on his bed, one long leg sensually draped over the bed covers. Silas cocked his head to one side and left her a few extra coins on the bedside table, regretting the fact he couldn’t get back into bed with her. He might just have time… No, he really couldn’t.

      Fashion was low on Silas’s list of priorities, so he opened his wardrobe and pulled out a black shirt he was quite fond of, mostly due to the sheer amount of time he had spent in it. Pulling on the same dark trousers he had worn to the Ager fest the previous night, he cast a quick glance at himself in the small mirror on one side of his bedroom wall. He didn’t look great. Dark bags lay under eyes far too heavy with lack of sleep and misuse of a range of substances. Still, he figured that he’d rather have the experiences and the dark eyes than bright shiny eyes with no life behind them.

      His thick dark hair, typical of many Meraxans, was a mess, so he ran a hand through it to try and straighten it out as much as he could. He threw his reflection a confident smile, and his left eye, slightly slanted ever since birth, twinkled. He’d do.

      He crept from the room, trying not to wake the Terralian girl.

      As soon as he stepped out of the room, Drake scoffed loudly. Silas mussed his hair up a little more, just to aggravate his brother.

      “Couldn’t you make at least a little effort? We need to look professional when we go for jobs.”

      “I’m plenty professional, right, sis?” he said, draping an arm across Requiem’s shoulders.

      “Eww, no! Get off me. Have you even showered?”

      “No time for showers.” Silas adopted a deep, authoritative tone, mocking Drake. “All the best jobs will be gone.”

      Requiem burst into laughter, even more so when she caught Drake’s face turning a deeper shade of red. Silas wrapped his arms around Requiem’s waist and lifted her off the ground.

      With a squeal, she tried to wrestle out of his grasp.

      “What are you doing?” she laughed, trying to pry his arms from her.

      “Trying to see how strong my favourite sister is.”

      Requiem threw an elbow backwards, striking Silas’s lip.

      “Ow!” he shrieked and let go of her.

      “You deserved that!” she called over her shoulder as she strode ahead, her short bow strung over her shoulders.

      “Fine, fine,” Silas replied, holding his hands up in surrender. He turned to his brother. “Aren’t you going to come to my aid, Drakey?”

      “You started it. Fight your own battles. Besides, I’m too scared of her.”

      Requiem spun around. “What was that?”

      “Nothing,” both brothers replied at once.

      Silas threw his head back in a laugh, and even Drake broke into a grin as the three of them made their way along the cobbled street which ran along the top of the Grand Wall of Belkeep.

      The city, the largest metropolis in the country of Meraxor, had been developed in a haphazard fashion. There was none of the meticulous town planning seen in Alcheran cities. For a start, the current city had been built by the Wilder family on top of the ruins of some ancient civilisation. Most of the stone had been pillaged from these ruins and used to erect the palace of Belkeep.

      The immense royal residence rested on a plinth even taller than the Grand Wall. For Vincent Wilder, nothing was more important than showing off his supremacy. The impressive halls and towers of the palace were decorated in mind-blowing detail, scattered with precious stones and artwork from the nation’s most talented artists. That was where Vincent and the other Ever-Youngs were allowed to live—“the diamond tiers.”

      The Agers, like Silas, Drake, and Requiem, were relegated to the outer rings of the city, but at least being Vincent’s children gave them a measure of luxury. They were permitted to live in the forts along the wall, provided they defended them in the event of an attack. Fortunately, not many were stupid enough to attempt an attack on Belkeep.

      Not only was the wall twenty metres high and stretching over two hundred and fifty miles long, but also every three to four miles stood an impressive stone fort, manned by a member of the Brotherhood of Shadow. Many of the forts were heavily guarded, but Silas used his as a home first, a party location second, and a guard post third.

      In order to get to the jobs office, Silas, Drake, and Requiem had a long journey of many different parts. It was one and a half miles from Silas’s fort to the nearest steps down to the lower levels of the city. At least this part of the walk was pleasant. The wall stood twenty metres higher than the city below, and the view over Belkeep was impressive.

      Silas, Drake, and Requiem passed along the promenades that topped the walls, passing rich nobles on their morning stroll. Walking in the city itself was not always pleasant—too many poor people for one thing—but the walls offered stunning views beyond the city and into the rainforests. If somebody were so inclined, they could walk all two hundred and fifty miles of the wall, branching out from the city into the forests at all angles, like the spokes of a wheel. It would take a fair amount of time though—months probably. In the tropical climate of Meraxor, any physical activity quickly became exhausting, and there would be so many sections that required retracing steps. It wasn’t worth the effort. Silas was satisfied with just this part of the walk.

      Stall holders called out below, naming the prices for their wares or advertising their trades, and at the side of the promenade trickled the aqueducts that supplied water to the city.

      The scorching Meraxan sun beat down on Silas’s head and shoulders, sweltering even at this time in the morning. They had been a week without a storm, and the air was sticky and humid.

      After a ninety-minute walk along the wall promenades, they reached a set of stone steps that led to the lower levels of the city. They had been well maintained. A new coat of paint brightened the stone, and the wooden handrails had been scrubbed in the last few weeks.

      This level of Belkeep City was a shade darker than the brightness of the wall promenades. A twenty-metre-high wall tended to block out a lot of light, and even at the height of day, lanterns lit the courtyards and marketplaces. The bustling metropolis was at its busiest on these levels. Smiths clanged and clattered their wares, trading posts buzzed with activity, and the water-rail stations were cluttered with goods being loaded on and off the canoe carts.

      Silas liked this part of the city. It didn’t depress him the way the slums did, and it wasn’t a snobby rung of privilege like the diamond tiers. A living, breathing hive of activity was what Belkeep should be, and Silas appreciated the vibrancy of the inns and markets. But there was no time for leisure today, and twenty minutes later they had passed through the lower levels and arrived at another set of stone steps.

      These were nothing like the well-maintained steps they passed down before. These were crumbling and roughly hewn out of ancient rock. They led to the underbelly of the city. Silas, Drake, and Requiem took their time, slowly creeping down the steps because to fall would mean broken bones, if not something more serious.

      They made it to the bottom and found themselves in the largest and most impoverished slum in the world. The sun was almost entirely blotted out, and the people lived in damp and humid darkness. If the walls hadn’t been there to hide the sunlight, the shacks and huts, crammed together, would still have cast them into shadow. Nowhere else on the planet was the population as dense as it was in the slums of Belkeep. Families lived on top of each other with as many as twenty people packed into one room, squabbling over resources.

      All of Meraxor’s money had gone into building the palace and the Grand Wall. Everything else had grown outwards organically, clamouring around the palace as if hoping to absorb some of its wealth. The rich clustered as close to the diamond tiers as they could and were able to afford a better life in the sunlight.

      Unfortunately, this left the ordinary citizens to fend for themselves.

      But that was OK because the Brotherhood of Shadow’s philosophy was “Every person in charge of their own destiny.” Silas rolled his eyes at the thought.

      They passed through an arched gateway in the wall and past a guard post with four sullen soldiers who glared at them but said nothing as they passed through. The slums inside the walls had been just the start. Out here they were a sprawling mess, stretching for miles in a wide circle around the edge of the Grand Wall. Sixty percent of the city’s population lived in these slums, crammed up against the walls, desperate to get into the chosen city.

      Requiem wrapped her arm through Drake’s and picked up her pace, looking straight ahead as the three of them marched through the slums. Requiem was tough on the outside, but Silas knew his sister hated seeing the thin children with clothes hanging from their tiny frames, and their big, sad eyes begging for help. Drake rested a hand on his axe and stared at every street dweller with suspicious eyes.

      Unlike Drake, Silas didn’t feel disgust at the poverty, and unlike Requiem he didn’t want to ignore it either. Denial wouldn’t help anybody. These people needed positive action, and more than anything, they needed money. It was the other thing Silas spent his hard-earned embers on.

      Tied to his belt, Silas had a coin bag full of one ember coins. One ember wasn’t a lot of money, but it was enough to buy a loaf of bread, which could keep a small family alive for a few days at least. It was enough to buy a few small logs of firewood, which would stop them from freezing to death in the winter months.

      Silas slowed his pace and jangled the coins, tossing the bag up and down gently. Within seconds, a whole band of children surrounded him. Twenty, maybe more, ragged Meraxan urchins, with dirty brown clothes and filthy faces. They cried “Shadowlord!” and reached their hands out to touch his clothes. Silas smiled and dropped to his knees in front of them. He knew that once he opened the bag, they would swarm over him like ants over a carcass. The money would be gone in seconds, but until then he had their attention.

      “People won’t always come by here and give you money. You have to find a way out of this for yourselves, so grow up strong, study and learn everything you can, and always try your best, and you’ll make money for yourselves one day.”

      He was met by some blank stares, a few determined and enthusiastic pairs of eyes, and a whole group of children who totally ignored him, their eyes fixed on the bag of embers. No matter what he told the street kids, it was always the same. There were those who would climb out of the cesspit and go on to better things, and there were those who would continue the cycle of poverty, living in their parents’ shack and having their own children, who would restart the cycle.

      He got to his feet and held the bag high in the air, away from grabbing fingers. He opened the cord and prepared to hand out the money.

      “You fight with each other and nobody gets any. You got it?”

      Silas began to pass out coins, starting with the smaller children first. They whooped in delight, clutching their one ember coins tightly and leaping up and down. He shooed them away once they had received a coin, trying to make sure everybody got at least one. His bag was empty far sooner than he had hoped, and he had to turn away the last few devastated children. It weighed heavy on his heart, knowing that if he had more coins, those children could have eaten today. Guilt nagged at him as he remembered the opulence of last night’s party.

      “Come on, Si,” Requiem hissed. With one last regretful look at the bony arms and legs of a four-year-old boy, Silas turned away.

      “Sorry,” he murmured.

      “Why do you bother with that?” Requiem asked. “You know you’ll never be able to feed them all. You can’t keep giving them money, or they’ll just come to expect it.”

      “I know, I know,” Silas said. “But if I don’t help them, nobody else will, will they?”

      “If you’re so worried about the people in the slums,” Drake said, “why are you throwing expensive parties? Why not give all the money to these kids instead?”

      Silas scratched the back of his head. “I feel guilty about the parties when I come down here, sure. But what else can I possibly do? If I give these kids all my money outright it just gets used up and then they’re poor again. By throwing parties, I am giving their parents hope and rejuvenation, which might save their lives the next day on the battlefield. Never underestimate morale in keeping people alive.”

      “Fair point,” Drake conceded. “But you are in a position of power. Can’t you do something more… practical? Something that might help them and benefit the war effort, perhaps.”

      Silas scoffed. “War is all about identifying your advantages and using them as you can. That’s what I’m doing, giving people hope and relaxation. It helps the slums, the war effort, and if I enjoy it in the process, then all the better. I’m playing to my strengths, sex, and generosity.”

      “Do you not worry about partying so much you lose track of the war and cost us an important battle?” Requiem asked.

      “First of all, little sis, you overestimate my usefulness in this war. And secondly, forgetting about the war for a few hours is the whole point of getting intoxicated, is it not?”

      “How much have you got left from last week’s pay?” Requiem asked.

      Silas frowned. “None, now. I just gave the last few coins out to those kids.”

      Requiem bit her lip, keeping her thoughts to herself.

      “You’re mad,” Drake muttered, shaking his head.

      The enormous grin was back on Silas’s face, as if it had never left. “I know.”

      Once they were past the worst of the slums, the atmosphere lightened, and the sun even streamed through in places. Now that they were out from behind the wall, there was only the sprawling slum shacks, and the beginnings of the Meraxan rainforest to shelter them. It was poor out here, but it was honest. It was real, and that was what Silas liked about it. The slum people were rough around the edges, and crime and disease were rife. But there was none of the backstabbing pretention of the diamond tiers. These people had a raw authenticity that made Silas feel at home.

      They were approaching the edges of the city walls now, where the huge oak gateways would lead them out into the jungles of Meraxor. At one of the main exits, there was a big wooden building with a hand-painted sign that read “Jobs Office.”

      Silas took a deep breath, inhaling the fresh smell of wooden building. Three of the walls were covered from floor to ceiling in posters. Some were huge, professionally manufactured works of art with fancy writing and carefully drawn pictures. Others were mere sketches with hastily written words plastered across the top.

      Each of the signs was a plea for help, a call to action, a job to be taken, a reward to be claimed. Anybody in Meraxor could apply for a job and receive the offered reward. There were hundreds of new posters added every day, some requiring specific skills, others more general. Sifting through them all could take an entire day, but Silas, Drake and Requiem had been doing this every day for years and their eyes were trained for specific key words and appealing rewards.

      Silas stepped up to the eastern wall and cast his eyes over the available jobs. Drake took the western wall, and Requiem the southern. There was a huge range of jobs available today, as Silas had suspected there would be. Drake hadn’t needed to panic about the jobs being taken before they got there. There were always some easy tasks—delivering packages from one place to another, orders placed for local herbs, furs, logs etc. The poor locals snapped up those jobs quickly, often queuing for hours to get in before the other starving peasants.

      But those weren’t the jobs that Silas, Drake, and Requiem were after. They wanted something altogether different. There were the usual hunting jobs, dangerous animals of which fur and tusks were required for medicines or clothing. And there were enemies of Meraxor who Vincent wanted “disposing of.” These missions had the biggest payouts, and the greatest chance of getting killed while on them.

      There was an offer of four hundred embers for any soldiers willing to join a mission to ransack a Children of Light storage facility in Parador. Not a chance. Suicide mission. Ten embers a day for anybody wanting to train the younger generation of the Brotherhood of Shadow in basic swordplay. At least it would be a reliable, steady source of income, and he was potentially qualified for it, but Silas turned his nose up at the job. He couldn’t bear the thought of rigid hours and firm commitments. That wasn’t how he worked.

      His eyes wandered. There was a special board on the far wall, a space reserved for the biggest jobs of all, the WANTED posters. There were three posters up today, all of Children of Light members.

      Drake and Requiem joined Silas and the three of them looked at the posters.

      “Ha!” Requiem spluttered out a mocking laugh. “One hundred thousand for Jordan Thialdor? That’s crazy! Put me in a room alone with him, and I could kill him with my eyes closed.”

      “Yeah. But you’d never get in a room alone with him, would you? He’d see you coming a mile away,” Drake joked.

      The poster showed a hand-drawn sketch of Jordan Thialdor’s gentle face and wide brown eyes. A baby face, for sure, but he was more dangerous than he looked.

      Requiem muttered a long list of expletives under her breath. “Look at him though. He’s just a baby. I bet I could seduce him if I could get close enough. The kid’s got to be a virgin. Then I could slip him the knife while he was distracted.”

      “Sounds like a plan, Req,” Silas replied, nodding. “Let’s work on getting you into Nazaki then, hey?”

      They shared a grin, knowing what they were suggesting was too ludicrous for words.

      “Look at this one, too,” Drake said, pointing to another hand-drawn poster. “Sam Thialdor. Worth fifty thousand embers. What an ugly mug.”

      Silas’s jaw dropped. “Are you kidding? He’s gorgeous! Look at that thick Terralian hair. What’s he wanted for?”

      “He was behind the attack on Foaley. You know the village out in Karinam? It was attacked last month.”

      “Oh yeah, I heard about that,” Silas said, nodding his head. “What’s that got to do with this fella?”

      “Masterminded the attack, apparently, based off some silly prophecy in that holy book of theirs. Many soldiers lost their lives because of him. They could have approached directly and fought it out with the guards, but I heard they went for a covert mission instead and sent in assassins disguised as merchants. They killed most of the guards before anybody even knew they were in the village. It was brutal. Those guards never had a chance. By the time everybody else found out about it, it was too late and there was nobody to protect them. They were forced to hand their village over to the Children of Light.” It was clear how Drake felt about this. His eyes blazed and he clenched his teeth between words.

      Silas shrugged. “All’s fair in war.”

      Drake rounded on him. “No, it isn’t! That wasn’t fair, and you know it. Stop saying things just to wind me up! Foaley was in Karinam. That’s neutral territory. The Children have no place even being there, and Foaley had given its allegiance to the Brotherhood. They were happy under our rule, but the Children of Light wanted to be ‘moral’ and ‘liberate’ it. It stinks. This is exactly the kind of sly, underhanded tactics they use. Taking towns from us quietly, rather than an all-out attack, which they won’t do because they’re scared.”

      Silas shrugged again, more to annoy Drake than anything. “Sure, they are… Anyway, who cares about some small town in Karinam? It’s not as if they took Belkeep. Just relax.”

      “Relax? Do you know who executed the attack? Once the guards were taken out and they were defenceless, do you know who then stormed in to make sure the people were properly subservient?” Drake said as he pointed angrily at the third poster. “That’s who!”

      The grin dropped from Silas’s lips as his eyes landed on the dark features and messy black hair of Raven Lennox. If pure evil had a face, this was it. Even though it was just a drawing, the intensity behind the eyes unnerved Silas. He had seen that look in the flesh, and it was no laughing matter. With a creepy feeling that the picture could see him, Silas was forced to look away.

      “Yeah,” Drake said, happy to have made his point. “Taking it seriously now, are you?”

      It took a lot to intimidate Silas. He didn’t like giving anybody that power over him. But Raven Lennox was a different matter.

      Requiem’s lip curled in disgust. “We could always kill him. That would solve the problem.”

      Drake scoffed. “I’d rather cut my own tongue out than attempt that. No reward would be big enough to tempt me.”

      “You sure?” Requiem asked. “The reward is one elixir.”

      Both men’s heads snapped up. “What?” Silas said.

      “Look,” Requiem said. “One elixir.”

      Drake whistled. Silas could only shake his head in disbelief.

      “That’s what we have to do, is it? To become an Ever-Young, all we have to do is kill the strongest warrior the world has ever known. Thanks for that, Dad.”

      Drake huffed. “I don’t know why they’ve bothered putting this up. Nobody’s ever going to take on that mission. It’s just a way for Dad to tell us all how worthless we are. He literally won’t make us Ever-Youngs unless we do something nigh on impossible.”

      “Forget that. What about this?” Silas said as he wrenched a poster off the opposite wall. There was another picture, this time of a large beast that had been terrorising a town on the edges of the rainforest.

      “Is that a Barlakess?” Drake asked, snatching the poster from Silas’s hand.

      “Looks like it. We can manage a Barlakess, right?” Silas asked.

      Requiem looked sceptical but Drake’s face lit up. “Yeah, we can. Between the three of us, it’s easily doable. And look—the reward is fifteen hundred embers! That’s five hundred each.”

      Silas grinned. “That’s half a party right there.”

      “It helps to eat sometimes, you know,” Requiem said.

      “You can eat at parties.” Silas grinned. “Let’s do it.”
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        Humans are a transient presence upon the planet, but nature is tied to the ground itself. The true ebb and flow of life can be found with the water, the soil, the metal, and the air.

        The Book of Alcherys

      

      

      Taking the poster with them, they left the office and made their way south, towards the edge of Belkeep City and into the jungle beyond. This was where the wall was tallest. The outer section towered twenty-three metres above them and they were forced to find a gate to make their way out of the city. The soldiers stationed at the gates were, as always, suspicious and rude, as if they were desperate to flay one of them alive for daring to leave Belkeep.

      Drake thrust the poster of the Barlakess into one of the guard’s hands and flashed his axes towards them. There, emblazoned across one of the handles in intricate iron working, was the emblem of the Brotherhood of Shadow, a phoenix encased in flames.

      The guard frowned for a moment, then nodded, handing the poster back to Drake and ushering them through. Drake fixed them in a stern gaze, while Silas grinned at each of the guards in turn, safe in the knowledge that Drake would back him up if he got into a fight.

      When they were safely through, Requiem slapped Silas across the back of his head. “Stop grinning like a fool. You could’ve gotten us detained.”

      Silas laughed, rubbing the back of his head. “Nah. They just look mean, but they dare not actually do anything. We’re Vincent’s kids.”

      “They don’t know that, do they?” Drake hissed at his brother. “To them, we could be street dwellers crying out for a kicking.”

      Silas and Requiem laughed at the same time. “Come on, bro,” Requiem said, “Nobody would ever take us for street kids. You’re buffed up like a rhino, and you’ve got axes with a Brotherhood emblem. I’m wearing custom-designed clothes. And Silas—” She looked him up and down. “Well… OK, they could take Silas for a homeless kid.”

      Silas gave them a comically exaggerated look of offense, which made Drake and Requiem laugh. But their laughter died down as they left the safe outskirts of Belkeep and passed into the dense jungle.

      Barlakess rarely strayed close to the city. For all their ferociousness, they hated humans and stayed far away if they could. In order for them to find the one that had been stealing food and causing carnage, they’d need to head into the thick of the forest. It was a long way and a treacherous journey, even if they took the water-rail system.

      Luckily, a station lay a short walk outside the wall. Drake, who had taken the lead, called back to the others.

      “Back there, at the gate, the way those guards looked at us… It was like we were scum. Nobody would look at us like that if we were Ever-Youngs.”

      Requiem stayed silent, and Silas knew she felt Drake’s frustration too. It would be down to him to diffuse the tension. “No, they probably wouldn’t, but if we were Ever-Youngs we wouldn’t be out hunting. If we had taken an elixir, we’d be living in the palace with Dad and all his advisors.”

      “Don’t forget his concubines,” Drake added bitterly. “Clearly they deserve an elixir of everlasting youth, but his children don’t.”

      Requiem glanced back over her shoulder at Silas and threw him a grin. This continuous bitterness was something the two of them heard from Drake all the time. Vincent Wilder had told his children they were assured nothing in life, that their ancestry was not a free meal ticket like it was for those in the Children of Light. There, everybody born into the expansive royal family was automatically turned into an Ever-Young. In the Brotherhood, people had to earn a place in Vincent’s council, and obtaining an elixir was even more difficult. Vincent was notoriously cagey about who received a place at his side for eternity.

      Requiem patted Drake on the back affectionately. “You’ll earn one eventually. You’re getting stronger all the time. Dad has to recognise that.”

      Drake scoffed and batted a low-hanging branch away from his path.

      “Silas?” Requiem called, loud enough to ensure that Drake could hear. “Would you want an elixir if you could get your hands on one?”

      “Hell, yes. I could stay young and keep partying forever. I’d never wither and grow old and ugly. An eternity of sex and sarro pipes. Sounds good to me,” he replied with a laugh.

      Requiem rolled her eyes. “Seriously, do you ever think of anything other than sex and sarro?”

      “What else is there to think about?” Silas said with a grin. “Nah, in truth, I don’t even want an elixir. I’ve made a niche for myself here in Belkeep. ‘Champion of the Slums’. A member of the royal family who remains an Ager. That’s pretty special, don’t you think? Plus, I love these trips out with you guys, but let’s be honest, hunting sucks.”

      “You kidding?” Requiem said. “I love hunting. It’s the best part of my day, being out here amongst nature, and getting away from all the politics in the city.”

      “I like hunting and you’re right,” Drake said. “It’s good to escape life in the city—the poverty, the pollution, Dad’s changeable moods, but I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t have to.”

      Silas nodded. “Exactly. I’d rather be lounging around at home with my Terralian girl than be out here trekking through the wilderness with no guarantee we’ll even make a catch.”

      “Well, there are other jobs out there,” Requiem said. “Why not do something you actually enjoy?”

      “Because there’s no money to be made from drugs and sex.”

      “Sure, there is. Become a concubine and you get paid for sex. Perfect career for you.”

      Drake sniggered, and Silas pretended he was considering it. “No, the only reason I get sex at all is because I pay them. Nobody would pay me for this.” He pointed a finger at his own face.

      Requiem smirked. “I don’t know. You’re Vincent’s son and a senior member of the Brotherhood of Shadow. That’s got to count for something, right?”

      “My heritage only gets me so far. Then they look at my face.”

      Five more minutes of traipsing through wild undergrowth, and they would be at the mouth of the water-rail system. As they got closer, Silas realised he couldn’t hear the telltale ratcheting of metal scoops on rails. No chatter from the station attendants either. Unusual.

      They rounded the corner, and the path they had been following widened out to a clearing with a small platform and a branching network of rails. It was silent and still, nothing like the noise and bustle they usually experienced. Where were the cheerful workers? The excited or apprehensive passengers?

      “Look at this!” Silas pulled a sign off the platform gate. “Closed until further notice due to system issues.”

      “System issues?” Requiem said. “What’s that supposed to mean? It isn’t running?”

      “Doesn’t look like it. It must be broken down. I’ve never known it not to be running.”

      “You two, come here,” Drake said quietly. They joined him and saw what had turned his tone so meek. The rails were not merely broken; they were torn apart. The metal runners which carried the canoes were bent out of shape, twisted, and warped from flame. The wooden rungs, which caught the rotating blades beneath the moving canoes, had been splintered and ripped apart. It was utterly unusable.

      “What in all of Belkeep happened here?” Requiem said.

      “System issues…” Silas mumbled. “No way. They can’t pass this off as a technical fault. These canoes have been running flawlessly for years. That’s Terralian iron in those rails. And Claban wood doesn’t split that way unless it’s hit with some brutal force.”

      Drake inspected more closely. “There are cut marks here… from a blade. They must be. They’re so clean and sharp. And look at these marks on the metal.” He pointed out the dents and chips in the mangled metal. “Only Terralian iron can destroy itself.”

      One of the canoes lay nearby, tipped off the tracks and cast aside. The iron scoops on the bottom were bent out of shape. They wouldn’t have been able to hook onto the wooden rungs even if it had been operational.

      “An industrial accident, maybe?” Requiem said. “Could they have been transporting explosives to the mines, and they ignited?”

      “Don’t look at me,” Drake said, “Silas is your man for that kind of question.”

      “Si?”

      Silas shook his head. “Unlikely. Not impossible, but unlikely. This station is primarily for passenger routes. Look”—he pointed towards the east—“This is the main passage to Karinam.” He turned to the west. “And these tracks both lead to outlying farms and villages in the forest. There might be the occasional slave load transferring here for the city, but it’s otherwise a secondary station.”

      He paused, frowning. “But it is a major supply line. This is the station that processes the food coming from the plantations. Fruit, grains, vegetables, and forest meats all come through here.”

      “This is crazy,” Requiem muttered.

      Silas nodded. “It was no accident, that’s for sure.”

      “What, you think this was a deliberate attack?”

      A dark nod from Drake told Silas his brother thought the same as him. “This was sabotage.”

      “And the scarier thing is,” Drake added, “that it can only have been by people wealthy enough to afford Terralian iron weapons. Who do you know with that kind of money?”

      Silas’s blood ran cold. It couldn’t be. “Don’t say it, Drake.”

      “Sorry, Si. I don’t see who else it could have been. You have to ask, who would benefit from stopping supplies getting into the city? Nobody inside of Belkeep wants to starve more than they already are.”

      Requiem looked visibly shaken. “But if the Children of Light were able to sneak onto our land, past our borders and our guards and right up to the city walls, why just sabotage a minor canoe line? Why not launch some kind of full offensive?”

      “They’re playing the long game,” Silas said. “It would be an all-out bloodbath if they tried to attack the city, for them and for us—”

      “Probably more for them,” Drake said.

      “Exactly. And they aren’t stupid. They’ve not just disrupted a source of food, have they? We get spices, medicines and building materials from the jungle. All these things will be in short supply until we can get this up and running again.”

      Requiem paled. “Oh no… the slums will suffer the most. There’s barely enough food to keep people alive at the highest harvest seasons, but now this line is out of order…”

      Silas grimaced. “Don’t worry. There’ll still be plenty of food. Up in the castle and the diamond tiers.”

      Drake slammed his fist into the wall of the station. The small wooden building shook and dust crumbled from the roof.

      “How dare they?” he hissed. “How dare they be so brazen and underhanded? To come all this way into our home and destroy something so important to us, then crawl away like cowards.”

      Silas ran a finger over one of the cuts in the metal beams. “They’re closing in on us, just like you said at the party. The bastards are finally moving in. We knew it would happen sooner or later. No point obsessing over it until it begins in earnest. There’s no way we could stop it even if we tried.”

      “So, what, we just ignore it?” Drake said.

      “No, we keep our eyes open, of course, but as I’ve said many times before, my concern is for the people in the city. The Children of Light are always planning some dastardly scheme or other and they rarely come to fruition. We should be focusing on the real, tangible problems at home—poverty, inequality, starvation, and disease.”

      Drake tutted. “The difficulties in the city are because of the war. Father’s attention is stretched, and he must focus on the war over anything else. If the war could be won, then we could focus on fixing the city.”

      Silas shook his head. “That’s great in theory, Drake, but the people have to live here in the meantime. We have been fighting this damned war for years already, and there is no end in sight. It isn’t OK to let the people suffer while waiting for an unfinishable war to be finished.”

      “Will you both shut up about politics please? The biggest problem any of us face right now is getting into the jungle,” Requiem snapped. She stormed out of the clearing and back towards the jungle path. She shouted back over her shoulder. “We’ll have to walk today, won’t we?”

      “Walk?” Silas called as he ran to catch up to her. “It’ll take hours to walk it!”

      “Better get on with it then, hadn’t we?”

      The atmosphere was tense for the first part of their journey. Drake had a face like thunder and chuntered under his breath about the Children of Light and their audacity. Silas was too hungover to be bothered with all this hiking. A warm cup of ferrah tea and a puff or two of sarro was what he needed at that moment. It was all a big adventure for Requiem though. She was in her element out in the jungle.

      “Come on, boys! Catch up!” she cried out as she jogged ahead through the undergrowth, ducking beneath vines and leaping over rocks.

      It was difficult to move through the Meraxan jungle. The ground was thickly overlaid with vines, roots, and, quite unnervingly, intricate spiderwebs. Drake cut his way through any undergrowth that made the way impassable, before handing the lead back to Requiem. Their earlier brush with apparent Children of Light destruction had made an impact on Drake, and he hacked at the vines with a little more fervour than was necessary.

      Any mention of their enemy affected Drake in this way. He had never been this politically angst-ridden when he was younger. Now, it seemed like Drake held onto every shred of bitterness, every ounce of hatred and fear, and it didn’t take much to bring it all to the surface again. Silas’s own neuroses were hidden much deeper down, drowned in waves of sarro and alcohol.

      Requiem, luckily, had managed to avoid most of the horrors of conflict so far. Compared to her brothers, she was relatively well-adjusted. She sang to herself, a smile on her face as she wound her way through the jungle.

      “We walk, walk, walk the forest, take, take to the florist.”

      “I haven’t heard that song in years,” Silas said. “Drakey, you used to sing it to us when we were little.”

      Drake grumbled, “Long time ago.”

      Requiem turned around and grinned at Silas and they both began singing the old nursery rhyme at the tops of their voices.

      “Will you stop that!” Drake snapped. “You’ll be alerting everyone and everything to our position, and you might even scare off the very Barlakess we’re here to catch!”

      Silas and Requiem burst into laughter again.

      “Scare off a Barlakess?” Requiem giggled. “With singing?”

      “You know what I meant,” Drake muttered.

      Silas raised his eyebrows to Requiem. “Looks like SOMEBODY’s worried about our mission.”

      “I’m not worried about anything! You’re the one who gets scared just walking in the forest.”

      “Damn straight, I’m scared of the jungle. That’s just sensible. If you’re not scared of this place, I don’t think you understand it properly.”

      “Well, Requiem’s not scared.” Drake’s tone of voice was getting more agitated with every word.

      “No offence to Req, but she’s crazy.”

      Requiem smirked at Silas’s comment.

      “Just stop it, Silas, I know what you’re doing.”

      “Sorry, big bro.”

      Drake stopped abruptly. He held his hands up, frown on his face. But there was a slight smile in his eyes as well.

      “Hang on, hang on. Did you just say ‘biggo bro-ow’?” He pronounced the words with elongated sounds and a sing-song rhythm. A Terralian accent.

      “No… I don’t think I did.”

      Requiem grinned. “Definitely did, bro-ow.”

      Drake and Requiem laughed together, grinning at Silas’s expense.

      “What? That’s how I always speak. Big bro—that’s what I said.”

      “No, you said it normally then. The first time was definitely Terralian. Think you might have spent too long there, bro-ow.” The heaviness had left Drake’s tone.

      “Either that or he’s spent too many nights with Tricks for hire,” Requiem laughed.

      “I have no idea what you’re implying,” Silas said in mock-seriousness. “You’re talking complete flopdoodle.”

      Both siblings burst out laughing at him again. When Requiem managed to regain her breath, she squeaked at him, “That’s a Terralian idiom.”

      “You be careful, Si,” Drake said, “or you’ll turn into a Trick yourself.”

      “That would be absolutely fine by me.”

      Pursing his lips, Silas mimicked the cry of the bell bird, a tropical bird that made the most amazing sound which echoed through the trees. Silas loved the noise and had spent hours perfecting his version of the cry.

      Silas reached out and flicked at some pink flowers, and a thousand bright yellow butterflies flittered out on tiny wings. His mood had lightened significantly from the banter with his siblings.

      Soon would come the hunt—a long, tiring, tracking endeavour that could take hours to produce results. And even at the end of the tracking, there was no rest. Then would come a frantic, terrifying chase, ending in the bloodthirsty slaughter of something that may very well gore them to death first.

      Drake looked like he was already feeling the adrenaline of a hunt, walking at a slight crouch. The deadly sharp axes were nestled in his hand, ready to cleave through the skull of any animal that crossed their path. Silas hoped no locals were out prowling the forest.

      Requiem was studying the ground carefully, dropping to her haunches every fifty metres to pick up a trail, running her fingers over disturbed undergrowth and studying every indent in the muddy forest floor.

      Drake held up a hand and all three of them halted. “We need to focus, or we’ll lose our way. I wish we had a damn map. I’ve got no idea which way we’re supposed to be heading.”

      Requiem pointed. “That way. It’s not far now. I’ve been keeping us on track.”

      “How the hell do you know where we are?” Drake said.

      Requiem shrugged her shoulders. “It’s pretty simple. I just always know where we are.”

      Drake muttered something inaudible under his breath, and Silas sniggered. “Feeling a bit jealous, bro?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous!” Drake snapped. “I’m not—”

      “Shh!” Requiem said. “We’re nearly there. Keep it down.”

      The air became lighter and easier to breathe, the foliage less dense as burning hot rays of sun streaked through the canopy. It meant they were approaching the village. Drake called them around him to discuss tactics for catching the creature.

      “Right, we’re near the village, but we don’t want to get too close or we put the villagers at risk, and the beast might not risk getting too close to humans. Req, how are the tracks looking?” Drake asked.

      “It must be near. These tracks are fresh,” Requiem said.

      “OK, so how do we catch it and kill it?”

      With a heavy sigh that was intended to show how bored he was by the whole ordeal, Silas chipped in, “Look, the poster said the Barlakess was attacking when the locals were preparing their food, right? So, it must be attracted to the animal carcasses they are skinning and preparing.”

      “Good work, Silas.” Drake grinned, tapping Silas affectionately on the back of the head.

      Silas shook his head to remove Drake’s hand. “Just logic.”

      “Yeah, well, we don’t do logic, do we, Drake?” Requiem added with a grin.

      “You lay the plans, we follow them,” Drake nodded to Silas. “That’s the way it has always been.”

      “And always will be,” Silas chuckled. “We need some blood to attract the beast.” Reaching down to his boot, Silas pulled out a concealed dagger and drew it across his palm. The skin split open and gushed blood.

      Drake started, “What the hell, Silas?”

      “We need blood, don’t we?” he replied as he began wiping his bloody palm over leaves and tree trunks around them.

      Requiem was incredulous. “Yes, but we also need a plan first! It could come at any time now, and we’re not ready!”

      “Sure, we are,” Silas laughed. “Look, I’ll be the bait. I’m not as good at fighting as you two, so I’ll stand here to entice it. Then, when it approaches me, you two ambush it and kill it.”

      Drake looked at him as if he had suggested flying to Thos. “Have you completely lost your mind? There is no way I’m using my little brother as bait. Barlakess kill people, you know.”

      “Not when those people have siblings they trust with their lives.”

      “You’re a crazy fool, you know that, right?”

      “Yeah, I know. Now you two need to patrol the bushes around where I’m standing and look out for it approaching but use your stealth or you’ll scare it away.”

      “What if this goes wrong, Silas?” Drake’s forehead creased in concern.

      “Then you’ll mourn me, right? Anyway, I’ve got my knife and my sword. If it gets past you two, I do at least have a chance.”

      “Yeah, right.” Requiem gave him a wink and turned to enter the jungle with Drake.

      They walked through the thicker leafy undergrowth, finding places to crouch in waiting for the Barlakess, while Silas sat down cross-legged in the little clearing he had made, periodically wiping fresh blood on the leaves around him.

      The wait took hours upon hours, or at least it felt that way to Silas. After the first twenty minutes, his back began to ache and he had to keep shifting position to get comfortable. The first hour or two were tense and uncomfortable and his nervous system was working in overdrive. After the initial fear had waned, boredom kicked in. Silas’s attention wandered, and he found himself dreaming of the fun he could have with the money he might make from this encounter.

      The sun dipped below the canopy, and the air started to turn cooler. Despite the dropping temperature, sweat was still running down Silas’s back and neck and he felt sticky. He couldn’t wait to get back to his fort and take a bath, but he could be here for hours yet.

      He tried to look for Drake and Requiem a few times, but his siblings’ ability to hide was far greater than his eyesight, and they were nowhere to be seen. He just prayed they were still there watching him, or he would become a Barlakess’s dinner really quickly.

      It occurred to him that it would be typical of Requiem to leave him alone here as a “joke.” She was probably back at home, having a drink and feeling pretty proud of herself.

      No. That was just his mind working overtime. Req loved him too much, and Drake was far too sensible.

      As his visibility grew weaker, Silas had to strain his eyes to distinguish between the various forms of plant life. The diminishing light cast all of the surrounding foliage into the same dull grey. Directly ahead of him, he heard a rustle and saw some large leaves sway. He stared, hoping it was the beast and praying it wasn’t at the same time.

      Maybe it was just Drake or Requiem adjusting their position. But he saw no sign of them. He was just about to dismiss the movement when the long vines to the left of him parted and a broad, flat head slowly pushed through, a mere two metres from his position. He didn’t dare turn to look at it, but from the corner of his eye he could see the narrowed yellow eyes fixed upon him.

      Silas froze as the gigantic dark brown creature stepped out from the undergrowth on short, stumpy legs with wrinkled hairless skin. Its legs looked a bit like the rhinoceros that could be found in Karinam. That was where the resemblance ended. At the bottom of the sturdy limbs were three-inch claws and from the knee up, the Barlakess had thick brown fur that Silas could smell from where he crouched.

      It gave a loud, breathy snort that made the hairs on the back of Silas’s neck stand up. He slowly turned his head just a few inches to the left to get a better look at the creature that was about to eat him, and he wished he hadn’t.

      The Barlakess jerked forwards until its face was almost pressed up against Silas’s. It opened its gaping jaws and gave a barking growl, hot, fetid breath hitting Silas’s nostrils and making his eyes water. Silas’s eyes flicked nervously to the mouth. The teeth weren’t especially long or sharp, but the jaw itself was enormous, spreading from one side of the animal’s face to the other, with powerful muscles on either side of its lips. Silas was reminded of a story he had heard once—a story he had dismissed as mere urban legend—where a Barlakess had dislocated its jaw and snapped a man’s head clean off with one devastating bite. Looking at the powerful mandible before him, it didn’t seem so far-fetched.

      Every nerve in Silas’s body screamed to turn and run, or to shout for Drake and Requiem, provided they hadn’t already been eaten, but he didn’t dare. He could only silently pray that they would hurry up.

      Fear got the better of him and he edged backwards slowly, trying desperately to remain silent, for fear of startling the Barlakess. The creature was too smart though, and for every inch Silas sneaked away, it took another step towards him. Its eyes widened, and Silas thought he caught a flash of intelligence in its gaze, before it snarled again and opened its mouth to reveal a second set of teeth behind the front row. Those teeth most certainly were capable of snapping a man’s head off his shoulders.

      Without taking its eyes off Silas, the Barlakess wriggled its jaw from side to side, which would almost have been comical were it not for the horrible grinding noise its teeth made as they scraped together. It was warming up for a bite.

      Come on, Drake. Where are you? Silas shuffled backwards again, reaching slowly down to the knife in his boot. The Barlakess caught sight, or smell, of the cut on his hand and stuck its enormous snout directly onto the wound, inhaling the aroma of dried blood.

      I’m dead, Silas thought as a new savagery blazed in the animal’s eyes.

      The Barlakess’s haunches raised and its jaw cracked open even wider, huge and cavernous, easily large enough to fit not just Silas’s head, but his shoulders and torso too.

      Just when he thought it was the end for him, an axe flew out of the bushes, burying deep in the Barlakess’s shoulder. Whirling around with an agonised yelp, the creature frantically looked side to side for its attacker.

      Silas took the opportunity to shuffle out from underneath its looming weight and pulled himself to his feet, dragging the knife from his boot on his way up. Drake crept out of the bushes to the left, holding his other throwing axe in his hand, poised and ready to strike. Requiem was still hidden by the bushes, but Silas could just make out the tip of her short bow, held perfectly still, an arrow readily nocked and trained on the Barlakess’s skull.

      The animal hissed at Drake, then edged towards him, its body jerking awkwardly with the axe still embedded in its shoulder.

      It lunged.

      Requiem’s arrow flew through the air and stuck in the beast’s back, but it was not enough to slow it down, and it clattered into Drake, its teeth bared and claws at the ready.

      They both crashed to the forest floor, the Barlakess pinning Drake under its crushing weight. Drake’s axe was the only defence he had, and he held it out in front of him with both hands, trying to deflect each ferocious snap of the creature’s teeth.

      Requiem bolted out of the bushes, yanked another arrow from her quiver and planted her feet firmly on the ground. She let it fly. It soared through the air with tremendous force and precision and pierced the beast’s neck.

      Another agonised howl, and the animal dropped to the ground beside Drake, still feebly snapping its enormous jaws in his direction. Drake rolled away from the creature and with one powerful swing, buried his remaining axe deep in the Barlakess’s skull. It fell still immediately.

      Drake yanked the axe out of the animal’s head, wiping the blood and brain matter onto a nearby leaf.

      “That was close,” Silas said with a nervous laugh.

      “Thought we’d leave you to stew for a bit,” Requiem said, patting her brother on the back before yanking her arrow out of the Barlakess’s neck.

      Silas grinned. “I was nearly its dinner.”

      “You were?” Drake said. “I was the one getting mauled.”

      “Yeah, but I bet I taste better than you, so it would have turned back to me anyway.”

      Drake rolled his eyes. “I wish it had. You did nothing to help us kill the thing. Your main purpose was to be eaten.”

      Silas conceded the point with a nod of his head. “That’s why I like to season myself.” He patted his stomach. “Anyway, stop moaning. Your job is done now. I’ll do the messy bit.”

      Silas dropped to his knees beside the animal’s carcass, pulled his sleeves back, and got to work skinning the thick, luscious fur. He deftly and skilfully worked at the pelt, taking care not to damage it as he removed it from the flesh.

      An hour later, Silas had wrapped up the Barlakess’s pelt into a fluffy grey and brown package and tossed it over his shoulders. Now they could begin the long trek to the village who posted the appeal to collect their reward.
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