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​Prologue
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When darkness covers the earth,

And hope from dull eyes fades

The sword will meet its master's hand

And drive the evil from the land,

Cleaving shadow from the world

And bringing hope to who remain

––––––––
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The old man’s rasped words echoed through the small shack, a low fire burning greedily at the few twigs that dared remain in the darkness. 

“What does this mean, seer?” the cloaked figure asked in a strained voice. 

“The words come to me, but I do not always know what meaning they have,” the old man said, milky white eyes rolling in his sunken, wrinkled face. 

“Then you mean to tell me you spoke these words based on a whim? You predict a stranger with enough gall to sever the Shadow King from his rule, but you have no more to offer?”

“I am sorry my lord Tynan, I spoke only the words that came to me in a dream. This is the extent of my magics. My mind and body are withered beyond all else.”

“Then you are no good to me,” the cloaked figure said, standing tall, a band of shadowed creatures following suit behind the old man. “Let us hope you serve better in death than you did in life, failure.”

At his words one of the creatures behind the old man drove a black-blade tipped tail through his chest, the ichor the creature was made of moving through the man’s body like a poison, darkening his skin and consuming his body. The Shadow King watched this slow transformation with pleasure, feeling his dark power spreading through the old seer, another body for him to use for his own purposes. His reign now covered much of Turadorsa, his army growing daily. 

With a wave of Tynan’s hand, darkness drowned the weak fire, the minimal heat it had produced being quickly swallowed by the cold, damp darkness. Tynan, the Shadow King, left the small shack with his guard behind him. Soon there would be none alive who could stop him. Soon the darkness would be all there was. 

The Shadow King awoke in the darkness, bright orange eyes blazing through the dungeon prison. The dream of the prophecy left him feeling agitated, his black heart pounding as he sat up from the stone shelf he used as a bed. 

“Tiding, my lord Tynan,” came a voice to his left.

“What is it?” he asked, feeling oddly grateful to not be alone again. 

It had taken he and his master years to work up the magic to create a small crack in the fortress where he had been imprisoned, letting his dreadful minions roam free, giving him ample time to rest while they gathered news and power for him. Unfortunately for them, and him he supposed, the news had not been great. Tynan did not take kindly to bad news, which drastically reduced the number of Nashe he had to rely on. 

“It is the prophesied, your majesty,” the creature in the shadows said, its voice like water on flames. “The one has been found. The blade has been placed in his hand.”

Tynan did not speak. He had long expected this news. Since that fool who wielded the blade of light had imprisoned him here he knew the prophecy had a chance of coming true. Try as he might, he had not been able to find the man since his minions gave him sight outside of his dungeon. It was as if  he had fallen from the face of the earth, and now this prophecy appeared to be coming true. Could it be the man had found new power that allowed his blade to work greater magics?

“Is it the same as before? The fool Alistair?”

“No, sire. It is a new face, one we are unfamiliar with. He crossed the land and entered the snow peak in the North. It was there he slew two of our number. I saw it myself and came back to tell you.”

“Came back to save your hide, more like,” Tynan said. “So it was this I felt in the night. It pained my heart and wearied my soul. This also must be why I dreamed of the prophecy that old fool gave.”

The Nashe said nothing, but Tynan could sense the tension in the creature. It had known life only because he willed it, had known no master but the Shadow King himself, and now it had to report the one thing the King feared above all others. Clenching his fists in the darkness, Tynan pushed his mind into the creature, seeing with its eyes the things it had reported. A hulking giant of a warrior dressed in the rags of the woods people and plains people of Turadorsa, wielding the blade the fool Alistair had used to thwart him decades ago. Rage building in him again, the Shadow King reached out his hands and tore the Nashe apart, feeling the black life he had given the creature leave its body and return to him, the minor magic the creature required to exist doing little to stifle the craving Tynan’s body felt. 

So, it had come to this. The blade had been recovered and passed on to one who felt himself worthy to wield the light to counter his darkness. In the deep of his dungeon prison, Tynan smiled, knowing it was only a matter of time before the fool came to him. He must conserve his strength until then. He closed his eyes and let his mind wander through the wilds of the world where, even now, the remaining number of his army were searching, waiting, and growing their forces.
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​Chapter 1
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Snow blew in furious gusts as the storm raged on. The ragtag group of travelers huddled near the mouth of the cave, their small fire guttering and throwing more smoke than heat as they struggled to maintain warmth and sanity. 

“How long has it been?” Quinn asked, the first of them to speak in hours.

“Nearly two days now, as far as I can tell.” Tom said, his voice cracking in the dry, frigid weather.

“He told us to leave him after two days,” Ethne said, her armor providing her more warmth than the others had, allowing her to give them closer seats to the small fire. “Do we mean to do it?”

“Caederyn has always known what is best,” Tom said after a few moments. “I’ve known him my whole life, both of us have.”

Gybbon nodded fervently at this.

“So if he says we should leave him and go try to finish this on our own, I want to trust his judgment.”

“But?” Quinn asked, not needing the power of a seer to know there was more on Tom’s mind.

“But, he is my brother. Even though it may be what he would want, I will find it hopelessly difficult to leave him behind to whatever danger awaited in this hole.”

None of them spoke as another ferocious gust of wind howled by the jagged cavern entrance, sending fat flakes of snow in to chill their exposed faces and gutter to death in the fire. They had little wood left between them, and each was saving one large chunk for their night’s fire. No matter how frigid the days had been in the Winter Lands, the bitter cold of deep night could be felt through their whole bodies. There were mere hours of daylight left, Tom knew, and whether he liked it or not it was going to be up to him to decide if they would leave Caederyn as instructed, or journey into the dark after him. As far as Tom was concerned anything was better than sitting here freezing to death.

***
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The wizard Alvah was unable to sleep in his icy fortress. He had guarded the blade, Eilidh, for decades, knowing that one day its master would come to claim it. In reality, he realized, he never expected to see that day. His days were numbered, the magics in him nearly spent from creating the guardians that had long kept him and Eilidh safe. Now, however, he had to admit, he felt stronger than he had in ages. It seemed to him the magics in him flowed with renewed vigor since the warrior had used the sword to slay the Nashe. Could it be the blood magic in the sword worked a reverse strengthening? He knew the sword’s maker had put much of himself into it, his own magic being much stronger than Alvah’s at the time, but could his brother’s handiwork truly make magic flow through him stronger now that another wielded the blade?

Alvah sat up on his stiff bed, his back and joints popping and cracking as his old body shifted. There was only one way to find out if his magic was returning. Raising his hands to the walls, which for years had grown dimmer and less alive, he pushed the old familiar sensation through his hands, feeling the rush of strength and power that had astonished him in his youth. The veins of magic in the walls lit up like beacons, flooding the cavern with a pulsating light that flowed like blood through the ice. Alvah had chosen this magical place as a way to hone and strengthen himself long ago, feeling the presence of the spell that had created these lands deep in the icy mountain. Now the magic in his blood was stronger than he had ever felt it, the cold light of the ice revealing to him his own strength in a beautiful display of flowing blue, green, and white light. 

He let the power flow through the ice and back into himself, his body warming and strengthening, feeling more youthful by the minute. Closing his eyes the sorcerer felt the power, explored his intentions as well as his destiny. Long had he feared he had no part to play in the downfall of the Shadow King, but now, at this late hour, he knew different. Now, without hesitation, Alvah knew what he must do. Taking up his staff, Alvah walked toward the small crack in the back wall of his cavern and started the route he had walked many times over the years, climbing through the inside of the ice to the very top of the mountain itself. 

***
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Raulfe sat up in the darkness, feeling his body’s pain fade. The Nashe had kept him prisoner here, beating him, cutting him, trying as hard as they could to infect him, but the minor magics he had left burnt the shadows from his body before they could take hold. This angered them, or rather he supposed, angered Him. Tynan, the Shadow King, the one he had helped imprison after driving his shadows from the land with those few who had the will left to fight. As he suspected, Tynan had not forgotten those outrages. The Shadow King had told him, through his dreadful Nashe, many times how angry he still was, deep in his dark prison. But something had stirred Raulfe’s already restless sleep. He flexed his hands and was surprised that he didn’t feel the pain of joint-lock for the first time in many years. Raising his arms above his head, Raulfe was pleased to feel real strength in his body again. What could this mean?

The Nashe were stirring upstairs, foolishly leaving the wizard to his own devices once again, believing him to be unconscious after a particularly brutal beating. Even Raulfe was shocked to find he didn’t feel the pain of their vicious hands on his face and chest. Then it hit him. Raulfe felt his own fire burning stronger than it had in decades. The magic in his body had returned with renewed vigor, vitality flowing into every part of his withered body. He had to test this. Looking into the corner where he knew there to be a candle, Raulfe had barely lifted his finger to command the flame to awaken when the wick blazed high and hot. Light flooded the cellar, bringing with it the truth of his situation. Black chains were wrapped around the doors of his makeshift prison, oozing darkness like smoke in the air. 

Raulfe stood, feeling his power flowing again. He was not at all sure what was happening, but he had not felt this strong since before the first fall of Tynan, and he knew he must use the power while it lasted. With a snap of his fingers he shattered the shadowy chains on the door and marched up the blood-slickened stairs, glowing like a beacon, the light of his power flooding the house around him. Some of the Nashe were huddled like dogs in the main chamber of the small house, feasting on the broken bodies of his friends and neighbors, the people who had welcomed Raulfe and his three wards when much of the world would have turned them away. The anger and pity that flooded Raulfe’s body was legendary. Holding up his hands, Raulfe wrapped the four Nashe in the room with chains of fire, slowly burning away their dark essence as he walked through the house, the screams of the infernal beasts ringing like music to his ears. 

Darkness pushed in on him, threatening for a moment to snuff out his light, but he pushed just a bit more, sending the blackness fleeing from his entire house. This oppressive shadow was stronger and thicker than what fell on Turadorasa the first time, Raulfe knew, and if Tynan had a chance to drop this heavy curtain on the entire country the hope of the free peoples of the land would be diminished like a candle flame in water. 

The old man threw open the doors of his house, the blackness roiling like storm clouds in the street. The glow of Raulfe’s power spilled out into the dooryard, the dead grass of the yard steaming with the warmth of the light that quickly dried the hopeless dank of the shadow. Nashe charged toward Raulfe’s house from every direction, the small circle of his glow keeping them at bay as he walked into the center of the village. Raulfe could feel the wrath in the darkness, knew Tynan was watching him as he moved into the market circle the town was built around. 

“Tynan, your reign of terror in the town of Levon is over,” he said as he clenched his fists.

“What do you think you can do to me, old man,” came the Shadow King’s voice from dozens of mouths around him. “I wield the darkness this world was born from. Your weak magics have no strength against me.”

Raulfe picked out the biggest of the Nashe near him and looked in its glowing orange eyes. 

“Are you sure of this?” he asked the creature before throwing his hands up and sending his power out in full force. 

***
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The Ancient One’s laughter broke the silence of early morning. The Silbraghan awoke with the cackling in their ears and rushed outside to find the old woman, who seldom left her home, wandering the streets with no concern for those still trying to sleep. She laughed until she choked, bending over with her withered, gnarled hands on her knees, and began again when she caught her breath. Circling the feasting tables in the center of the village, the old woman shouted her laughter to the canopy of the forest high above. 

The Aranae’e walked around her nervously, clicking their pincers and stretching their long legs to scurry away any time she got too near to them. The villagers began trying to speak to her, only to have their questions drowned out by her laughter. She refused to pay attention to anyone, only laughed, broken words hidden in her glee. Nahmad, oldest and wisest of the giant spiders known as the Aranae’e, rose from his resting place behind Quinn’s home and came into the center of the feasting place, all his eyes trained on the Ancient One.

“What is going on, old mother?” he asked her with his mind when he entered the circle to find her sitting on one of the wooden benches, shaking with laughter. 

At the sight of her old friend, the old woman stood quickly, her body straighter and prouder than it had stood in recent memory. Nahmad lowered himself on his long legs, bringing his face closer to that of the woman he had known since her infancy.

“What is happening? Seer, are you well?”

The old woman laughed gleefully and placed one hand lovingly above the mandible of her old friend.. 

“Quinn saw him to the first level of his journey safely,” she said, a smile straightening the wrinkles on her face even as her declaration straightened her normally bent back. 

“What do you mean?”

“The warrior has succeeded. He has learned much on his journey, and a new leg is just beginning, but a great thing has been accomplished. The weapon has been placed in the hand of its master. The dark one knows fear like never before. Turadorsa may be able to rejoice once again.”
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​Chapter 2
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Alvah stood at the pinnacle of his mountain, the place where the first spell on these mystical lands had been cast, his staff raised high overhead. He opened himself to the flow of magics from beneath and from above, his body using these forces in a way none other could. Closing his eyes, the wizard felt his feet leave the ground slowly as the winds around him picked up. Both hands on his staff, Alvah brought it down swiftly, a blast of blue white light surrounding his mountain top. Throwing his hands up, Alvah opened his mouth and commanded the centuries-old storm to halt. 

“These lands will no longer be covered in ice and snow. They are to be free of this spell, and Turadorsa will once more be whole.”

With a groan the winds stopped, snow suspended in midair. Alvah returned to the ground, and drove his staff deep into the ice of the mountain, the ground quaking with the force of the magics he unleashed. Another burst of light, and the snow melted in the air, no more falling from the heavy clouds above. Alvah had put an end to the spell that made the Winter Lands, the magic that had long been trapped within the ice now flowing through him and his bloodline. The shadows of the world were that much closer to being extinguished.

***
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“Bhaltair?” the gaunt man said in the now brightly lit cavern. “Are you well?”

“My name is Caederyn,” the warrior responded, his new sword now hanging limply by his side as he looked at the man, trying hard not to see the similarity between the stranger’s face and his own. “I am here searching for someone or something called Bhaltair. I was sent by my mentor from the distant town of Levon, in the farm lands of Turadorsa.”

“You were sent here by Raulfe, yes?”

“You know my mentor, then?”

“I should think so. Raulfe was the one who forged the blade you now wield. He was the man in whose charge I put my son. My beloved brother, Raulfe.”

“Your brother? Raulfe is your brother?” the warrior asked, sheathing his lighter than air sword and turning to study this strange man who seemed to be almost rejuvenating in the light as they spoke.

“Yes, dear boy, Raulfe is my brother. And you, strong Bhaltair, are my son.”

“Your son? You think I am your son?”

“I know you are. None other could wield Eilidh that way. The magics the blade was forged with run through your veins, my son. It has been decades, but you are here now, ready to take up that which is your own. Unfortunately, it does come with a heavy burden.”

The warrior was silent, his hand on the hilt of the sword, feeling the very power and magic this strange man was talking about. His head swam as he tried to make sense of the things the stranger had told him. His entire life he had been Caederyn, a ward of the aging mage of Levon, but now this man was telling him he came from magic, that Raulfe had made this impossibly magical blade, that Raulfe was his uncle, and that he himself was the estranged son of the man who gave him all this news. It was too much. It was impossible. It simply could not be.

“No,” Caederyn said to the man, looking him in the eye for the first time. “You are mistaken. I had never seen this blade until the wizard, Alvah gave it to me. He said I was the one to wield it, but he made no mention of magics, or of you being my father. This can not be.”

“But it is, Bhaltair. I assure you.”

“My name is Caederyn.”

“No,” the man said, forcefully. “Your name is Bhaltair. Caederyn is nothing more than a way to keep you safe. Raulfe and I knew He would be looking for you. It is only a wonder he didn’t find you or create more Nashe to do it for him.”

“What do you know of the Nashe?” Caederyn asked the strange man. 

“The Nashe are the creation of Tynan, the Shadow King. He used them in the height of his power, to spread his dark disease throughout Turadorsa. They were hopefully extinguished when he was exiled.”

“The Nashe have returned,” Caederyn said after a moment. 

“What? Are you sure?”

“They attacked Levon in the night. Raulfe was only just able to send us on this quest. He stayed behind and became imprisoned. All he told us was to make our way to the Winter Lands and seek Bhaltair.”

“Then his power is returning. I have feared it in my studies, but I dared not leave this place to look for proof. You say Alvah gave you the sword?”

“Yes, Raulfe came to us - my companions and I - as a phantasm and told us to seek the wizard Alvah in the icy mountains. That is the only other bit of information we have had.”

“It is good that Alvah lives, but he is here? In the Winter Lands?”

“He was when I saw him last.”

“Then he must have guessed this is where I would go. I should have known he wouldn’t be far. He is our other brother.”

“Alvah is also your brother? Yours and Raulfe’s?”

“Yes, my son. Which makes them both your uncles, of course.”

“There is much I don’t understand, and I assume I was sent to you for answers, but I do not think I have much time. I know not how long I have been here, but I told my party to wait at the door of the cavern only two days. It surely felt like most of one day to get me to you.”

“You aren’t wrong. Only the most determined would have been able to get this far, but it won’t take us as long to get back. Especially with Eilidh by your side.”

“Us?”

“Yes. I didn’t intend to leave this place until I knew I had every tool that was needed to defeat Tynan once and for all, but I feel the need is greater than I imagined it would be. If he is able to use the Nashe from his prison we may not have much time at all to find the means of truly destroying his power.”

“How do you know he is still in his prison? What if the creatures are roaming free again because he has escaped, or been let loose?”

“If he was free, the entire world would know. Tynan’s reign of darkness would not be something any of us could miss. The fact that you and I are standing here, talking freely without the very weight of despair on us tells me we still have time, but we must hurry.”

“There is so much I do not know. I still don’t think I am the person you think I am. Why would Raulfe send me here to look for Bhaltair if that is, in fact, me?”

“Raulfe sent you here to find the truth, not a person or a thing. He was not able to tell you who you were with the Nashe so close. For Tynan to know your identity would have put an end to any hope the world had of returning to normal without threat of darkness.”

“But why? Why does it matter who I am, or what name I have? If you are my father, you left me like an orphan with no explanation, and now you expect me to just accept that I am not who I have been raised as? And what of my mother? Is she hiding in this dank hole with you?”

“No,” the man said, his eyes misting over at those last words. “Your mother passed during the darkness. I was not strong enough to protect her from... I was not strong enough. I left you because I knew you would not be safe as long as I was nearby, Bhaltair. I gave you a different name so you could not be easily discovered. The Shadow King wants you dead, because it has long been prophesied the one who wields the blade of light would be his downfall. Eilidh is that blade, my son, and the power it has in your hand is like nothing I could ever produce with it. Even having it in your hand makes my own power seem to thrive and return with a force unlike anything I’ve felt since before Tynan’s rise to power.”

Before the warrior could respond the ground beneath their feet rumbled as with an earthquake that made shards of ice and stone fall from the ceiling around them. The light of the torches around the walls flickered as the men crouched in preparation for the worst. Caederyn unsheathed his sword, a gleam of light filling the cavern as he prepared to strike anything that moved around them. 

“I’m afraid we don’t have time to discuss this more,” the gaunt man said, pulling his own rusty sword from its sheath. “We must get to your friends. I do not know what made the earth shake like that, but I know it can not be good.”

The men sprinted toward the mouth of the cave, unsure of what awaited them, the warrior feeling the power flowing through the sword and into his body, making him strangely sure that all the man had told him was true.

***
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Tom was shaken awake as the earth rumbled, his eyes shooting open as he grabbed his dagger and stood, ready to fight. The light of early morning was pushing away the oppressive darkness of the night, and something was suddenly very different. Tom spun around, watching his friends awaken and get ready for battle, trying to figure out what was different. He could not put his finger on it until Gybbon spoke.

“It stopped snowing.”

So it had. Tom looked out the door of the cavern at the quickly brightening day and realized he was seeing the Winter Lands for the first time without any snow falling from the white clouds above.

“What can this mean?” Ethne asked, torn between feeling relief at the break in cold precipitation and sadness at the loss of such a beautiful and unfamiliar sight. 

“If the snows in the Winter Lands ever stop falling, the world will flood with the melting of the ice and snow within,” Quinn said softly. 

“But that can’t be true, can it?” Tom asked. “It’s just an old legend.”

“Many think the Winter Lands themselves are just legend. As well as the Luspard, and even the Nashe. We are living our own legend now, Tom,” Quinn responded, giving the handsome man a weary smile.

“What do we do now?” Gybbon asked, scratching at his red face, unsure if it was the time to mention that he was dreadfully hungry.

“Quinn, when was the last time you tried to reach out to Caederyn, or to your grandmother?”

“Not since last night. Both were closed off to me. I will gladly try again,” the Silbraghan said, closing his eyes and leaning the weight of his body on his spear.

None of the group spoke as they looked out over the vast expanse of white outside of their cave. They had been in these snowy mountains for days, unsure of where their next meal would come from, or if they would find the slightest bit of warmth to help them survive the frigid winter storm that, according to legend, hadn’t stopped for centuries. From their high vantage point they could see all the way across to where the faint line of green trees stood through the vale they had used to enter this place. Other than those few left floating on the currents of wind there was not a single flake of snow falling. 

Gybbon fingered the blade of his heavy axe slowly, looking around at the small group of his friends. He missed Caederyn, and hoped the big man would be OK, but he hated the cold. He didn’t know why they couldn’t just go looking for him. They had all faced worse things than just a silly old cave. He was about to suggest going inside to look for him when Quinn spoke up.

“He is safe,” Quinn said. “The Old One is hard to understand right now, but she is happy. She says he is alive and has learned much. But she says we are not safe. The dark ones are coming for us, she tells me. We must be ready.”

***
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Tynan felt a surge of power leave his body as he watched through his Scánámh’s eyes. It was fast approaching a jagged cavern opening where a trace of smoke was escaping into the air. Breathing deep with its big lungs, this creature could smell the flesh of humans waiting just inside the darkness, and Tynan realized instantly the creature was hungry.

“Feast, my child,” he told the creature moments before he felt the strike deep in his chest. 

It was as if a blade had been driven deep into the flesh that still existed, withered but alive, inside of the shadows that surrounded Tynan’s body. He dropped to his knees in the darkness, clutching at his chest and trying to catch his breath. What could cause him such pain? He had believed himself to be safe in this prison, as pathetic as the thought was. To have such a weakness, such a human sense of pain and injury strike him here, while his darkness swirled around him, made Tynan feel a rage he hadn’t experienced in decades, but it also made him feel something else. For the first time since he had seen the weak beam of light cut by the blade of Alistair all those years ago, Tynan felt fear.

“What has that fool done now?” the Shadow King asked, regaining his footing as the pain in his breast dulled to a pestering throb. 

Closing his eyes, he looked around with the eyes of the Scánámh, the large creature becoming baffled as it was taken over. Tynan saw no sign of the fool Alistair. The thin smoke funneling forth from the cave was almost gone, the howling wind of the Winter Lands fallen silent. It took him a moment, but Tynan finally saw the change he had been unable to pinpoint. Aside from the last floating flakes on the dying currents of air, the snow in the Winter Lands had stopped falling. The spell had been broken, the magic that had been bound within the very earth was now flowing into the world again, draining from the reserve that had long allowed Tynan’s power, the blackness from which the world was born, to flow freely. As this thought occurred to him, Tynan heard through the Scánámh’s ears the strained voices of people in the cavern. It would seem the fire-builders also noticed the legendary snow coming to a stop. Releasing his hold on the giant Scánámh, Tynan told it to destroy those in its path, particularly if it happened to come across the fool Alistair. Closing his eyes in his blessed darkness, Tynan reached out with his wounded powers, hoping he could close the wound that had been opened on the darkness and find a way to preserve, if not restore, his own wounded powers. As he did this he felt an awakening within his dungeon. For the first time since they had worked together to forge a small crack in their prison, Tynan found himself no longer alone in the darkness. The Master of Shadows had awakened.
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​Chapter 3
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The warrior and the man who claimed to be his father charged up the icy tunnel, weapons in hand, fearing what may await them. They had been running for what felt like the better part of an hour, the light provided by Eilidh glimmering along the icy walls, bouncing before them like golden flame as they ran. The first sounds of fighting came to them as they rounded a curve in the cavern and saw the light of day far ahead. Alistair could just make out the form of four people fighting one of the Scánámh, a giant form of Nashe made to lead armies, that dwarfed the fighting group. The giant creature was humanoid, but brutish in appearance. Its huge, blunt face was broken by glowing orange eyes that cut through the cold air with a heat that made the old, gaunt man’s blood run cold and a wide mouth filled with jagged black teeth. The creature was swinging a large, agile tail around its body, the last few feet of which were razor sharp, slicing through the air with a slicing ring that sounded like a mix of steel and bone. 

“Bhaltair, do you see?”

“I do,” the warrior responded, not taking the time to correct the man on his name.

“Tom, look out,” echoed Quinn’s voice down the cavern. “That thing has a ten foot reach at least.”

None of them noticed their friend racing toward them from the dark cavern, bringing with him a light brighter than the sky outside - but the Scánámh saw. It swung its tail once more, clanging against the steel of Ethne’s dagger, knocking her into Quinn and Gybbon and spilling all three of them to the ground. Tom stood strong on the other side of the creature, raising his axe high and swinging hard against the tail blade that came whipping in his direction. The two weapons clashed with a fleshy and metallic clang that sent shards of shadow flying into Tom’s face. 

The warrior and his father watched as Tom threw down his weapon and began thrashing around, beating chest and arms as if swatting at angry bees. Putting on an extra burst of speed, the warrior leapt over his friends as they struggled to stand, landing between Tom and the gigantic shadowy beast as it prepared to strike. At the sight of the new challenger, the Scánámh stood tall on its rear legs and roared in anger. 

“Caederyn,” Tom shouted, finally ridding himself of the last writhing bits of ichor that had been threatening to crawl and wiggle their way to his face. “You made it.”

“I’m here, Tom,” the warrior said, holding his blade high as the creature in front of them braced itself and spread its arms wide. The creature emanated an oozing darkness that threatened to blot out the bright white of the deepening morning as it raised itself above the humans and glared at them in anger. It knew they must die, its master told it as much, but it didn’t know which one to attack first. 

Alistair stood beside his son, raising his rusty blade high and bracing himself for a battle while the others looked on in confusion. Who was this strange man who looked so similar to their companion? The Scánámh roared in rage at being challenged, most of its prey traditionally giving in almost immediately as they felt the hopelessness of which it was made. The creature tried to reach out to its master for instruction, for strength, but found him too engaged elsewhere. It would have to face this trial on its own. 

“Stand tall,” the warrior shouted to his friends. “We have faced enemies like this already, and beaten them.”

“Never one this big,” Gybbon said, his axe shaking a little as he shivered in fear.

“Gybbon, we destroyed two dragons on that mountainside not three days ago,” he reminded his friend. “This is nothing. Just another Nashe.”

“Not quite,” Alistair said while the creature growled at them. “This is one of the Scánámh - much worse than a Nashe. It was made from the bones of the abominations of the Dark One. Made to lead his armies against all things that represent light.”

As if understanding his words, the Scánámh braced itself once more, bringing its tail to its hand where it grasped the shadowy blade in one big paw, the tail releasing the weapon at once. Alistair watched as the creature in front of him prepared itself for a fight, feeling the familiar hatred of the shadows rising in his heart. Gripping his sword tightly, the older man prepared to help his son in any way possible. Despite the strength flowing back into his body, he knew he was not yet prepared to handle much of this fight on his own. He only prayed they could take the Scánámh down or drive it off quickly. As the creature drew its arm back to strike with its shadowy sword, Alistair realized with a start just what had been different since they entered the Winter Lands from his cavernous hideaway. The snow had stopped falling.

***
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The Old One stood quickly, her ancient body feeling more youthful than it had since before the Shadow King’s first attempt at power. She trotted carefully from her feasting tables and gave a shout that brought her guards from out of their drowsy state and had them running to her sides, weapons at the ready. 

“He did it,” she yelled, ignoring them and trotting ahead, her shaky legs drawing power from the very earth itself to pull her into the meeting she knew her son was having with the elders of the tribe. 

She felt the anger in his mind as the elders threw accusation after accusation at him, blaming him for the attack of the Aranae’e that had left six of their strongest guards dead and questioning the dedication of a Chief that not only allowed a young seer to live in the tribe but hid the truth of his abilities from the other elders. 

“You know the laws,” his own second in command shouted at him over the din of angry mumbling in the great hall. “All magics are punishable by death. We made an exception for the Old One because she is your mother and she proved her loyalty during the first attacks.”

“The Old One is an asset to this community, as is my son. Quinn has trained under the careful eye of his grandmother since these abilities first manifested. He has proven his loyalty to our tribe for the entirety of his life, rising to be not only one of our brightest scholars but our strongest and most skilled warrior. He has trained many of your own sons in the art of defense and the hunt, keeping our people safe and healthy.”

“And what has led him to being so skilled?” One of the elders asked as the others quieted. “For all we know he has used the dark powers granted him to lessen the abilities of the entire tribe, making himself overly successful in order to reign supreme and offer us all as fodder for the darkness.”

The din rose again at this suggestion while Chief Guild floundered, his mouth opening and closing in shock as he tried to find a way to respond to such a preposterous accusation. He was saved the need to reply by the doors being slammed open, the Old One trotting in with a large grin on her face, no sign of her typical frailty visible. 

“He did it,” she shouted. “He made it. The sword has been returned, the magic flows once more. The first blow against the Dark One has been struck!”

“Mother,” Guild shouted, standing and slamming his staff fiercely into the stage with a resounding boom that silenced the entire room. “What has happened?”

“They made it! Our Quinn has helped the strangers on their journey, and they have crossed a hurdle that even I could not see beyond. The lost one has found himself, even if he does not yet believe. One of the hardest tasks has been overcome.”

“What are you talking about, old woman?” One of the elders asked, approaching the Old One slowly, more than a little cautious at her apparent change of attitude and ability. 

“This war has taken a turn, you buffoon,” the Old One said with a cackle. “No thanks to you, our guests have taken a step that will change more than you could begin to understand.”

***
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Caederyn raised his mighty blade and prepared to swing it toward the Scánámh when the creature stretched forth its arms and swiped in both directions, causing them all to duck. Tynan felt the creature’s fear-tinged anger as he pushed his way back into the mind of the Scánámh to watch it work. Seeing its chance, the creature leapt back and crouched, hunching its back as the sound of breaking bones echoed through the still air. The group watched as two spindly, jet black wings sprouted from the creature’s shoulders, black ichor dripping from them to fall steaming into the snow. The Scánámh stood tall, its wet wings spread wide as it bellowed a raspy roar at them. Caederyn and the man from the cave jumped in front of the rest of the group, weapons raised, as the creature raised one of its legs to take a step toward them. 

“Back, foul shade,” the man from the cave shouted at the creature, his rusty blade looking out of place beside the glowing sword the warrior was wielding. 

The Scánámh shook with a sick, gravely laughter as it looked the man up and down with its hollow, oozing eyes, Tynan taking over. 

“You have gotten old, Alistair,” the creature said with a dark voice that made chills run down Caederyn’s spine, its black eyes now glowing orange. 

“Tynan,” the old man said. “Still up to your old tricks, I see.”

The creature in front of them just gave another laugh, snarling at the end and shaking its head. 

“Why don’t you come face me? Does the mighty Shadow King lack the strength to defeat his former sire again?”

“If I wasn’t locked in this pit I would tear you apart myself, Alistair,” the creature roared, standing tall again and stretching its mostly dry wings, flicking drops of black ooze from their tips. “I would feel your bones crunch in my hands.”

“Your hands haven’t felt anything in too long, Tynan. Are you still nestled inside that suit of shadow? Why not let your real body see the light of day again?”

“Enough,” the creature snarled, stomping its foot and spreading its arms to either side of its body. “I will take pleasure in tasting your flesh with -.” 

The creature stopped speaking as a flash of light burst across the sky above. Caederyn looked up to see the thick clouds breaking apart, revealing a sky like nothing he had ever seen. Bright, writhing bands of blue, green and red light danced in the gaps, sending rays of illumination down to the snow below. The effect was astounding, glimmers of light rolling above and being reflected below. Caederyn felt a surge of power flow through him when the lights hit him, his body strengthening to a level he never would have imagined. Alistair felt the same, his body drawing up, filling with a strength he had never known, bringing his senses to their sharpest point in decades. Looking down and seeing the rust on his armor and sword, he raised one hand and brought it down hard on his chest plate as the lights danced over them all. With a bright flash of blue-white sparks, the rust crumbled off his entire body. His armor was instantly repaired, broken links in his chain mail meeting once more and his sword glinting newly in the glimmering colors. 

The creature saw this and fell backward with a shudder. Tom and Ethne had also watched Alistair’s transformation while the rest of their companions were staring skyward. They watched as, with a flash that crept over his armor like flames, repairing and renewing the steel like time itself was being rolled back. They looked at one another, understanding immediately they both had witnessed this change and that they both also felt the oppressive strength filling the air around them. Something had changed in the moments since Caederyn had returned to them, and suddenly the creature before them seemed like nothing to worry about. They gripped their weapons tightly and turned their attention back to the now retreating figure. 

“You retire so soon?” Alistair shouted to the black figure that was now sliding further back on the snowy mountain. “Thy determination is certainly withered in your imprisonment Tynan.” 

Alistair stepped forward and raised his sword toward the creature as his armor completed its repair, his face filling out from its formerly gaunt and skeletal look. With each passing second he was returning to a semblance of who he used to be, before he shut himself away in the darkness to learn about his enemy. The creature drew in on itself and gave something of a whimpering growl before its orange eyes grew wide and flashed a bright red then faded like cooling embers. In a second the hollow sockets were once more black and oozing. Whatever dark power had taken over the creature had retreated, leaving the mesmerized shadow to fend for itself before the small group of fighters. It dropped flat to the ground, looking all around, its shadowy body now hissing and smoking where the lights touched it. Feeling the wings that had been forced from its back, the creature leapt to its feet and turned away from the group, loping up the slope behind it as the clouds above continued to dissipate, the entire sky now revealed, filled with the shimmering waves of light. 

Caederyn was still watching the waves of light above when he heard the creature flee. He couldn’t pull his eyes away from the sky as he tried desperately to track the lights and determine their origin. When the last wisp of cloud was gone, he noticed the pattern appeared to circle in one place, growing lower and lower almost like a whirlwind of light. His heart pounded in his chest when he followed the path of light with his eyes and realized it was coming from - or returning to - the mountain peak that was the home of the wizard Alvah. He dropped his gaze to the creature, its large form clumsily bounding up the mountain of snow and ice in front of them. He realized at the last second the creature was trying to use its new wings. When he made this connection, the creature seemed to get the hang of the wings, sending waves of snow out to the sides as it raised itself off the ground and began soaring clumsily toward the peak Caederyn had just been pondering. The end of the snowy curse of the Winter Lands was apparently of interest to more than just their small group, Caederyn realized, sheathing his sword and turning to his companions.
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