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He who fights with monsters should look to it that he himself does not become a monster... 
When you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you.Friedrich Nietzsche
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Prologue




Year 3114 since the foundation of the Empire of Elakon 



The sentry jumped at the trotting sound of approaching horses. Having fallen asleep against the wall, he stood up hurriedly, pushing back the helmet that had fallen over his eyes. His heart raced as he scanned the neat clearing that bordered the palace. In the darkness of that empty night, the lit torch on the wall behind him illuminated nothing. There was only the stiff wind of early winter. The sentry shivered in his cloak.

“Wake up, dammit!” he muttered to the other sentry.

A knight emerged into the clearing, dark and silent. It rode slowly towards the gate. The sentry stepped forward, realizing the rider was not alone. He was followed by another, and yet another. Once the first of the knights understood he had been spotted, he spurred the horse into a gallop. The sentry knew those men meant ill.

“Halt! Who goes—” the sentry cried out.

A whooshing sound cut him off. The sentry ducked as arrows rained on them. One arrow found its mark, piercing the sleeping guard in the chest with a thud. The sentry turned in time to see the blood flowing out of the wound, then the guard crushed with a clang to the ground.

The remaining sentry widened his eyes in terror. He bent to his knees to yank the arrow from his friend’s bleeding chest—just in time, as another arrow slammed into the heavy door where his head had just been. Forgetting his dying comrade, the sentry rushed past the door and locked it before more arrows could rain down on him.

He slid the heavy bar into place and ran past the stables to the inner courtyard. Count Wilhem’s palace rose above him, still silent. The sentry reached the main entrance but did not go in. There was no time. Next to the large wooden door was a bell. They had rung it for gatherings but, if they heard it in the middle of the night, they would know of the attack, he thought.

He stretched out his hand toward the rope that hung from the bell. The traitor hiding in the courtyard was faster. The sentry’s hand never reached the bell. As his hand almost touched the rope, the sentry felt the slicing, blinding pain in his back. He froze, blood gurgling out of his mouth. He fell to his knees, then hit the muddy floor, with a dagger stuck in his back.

The traitor walked to the door and opened it for the knights waiting outside in silence. They drew their swords, and even the traitor fell before he could say anything. Behind the knights, a group of soldiers poured inside, marching to the doors of the residences.

The screaming began, but it didn’t last long.

The massacre lasted till dawn, but spilling all the blood in Wilhem’s castle was not enough to satisfy the soldiers. The captain of the soldiers returned to the courtyard, where one last knight on a warhorse had arrived with his escort. Icy blue eyes stared at the captain.

“The second son was not here, my King,” the captain said, bowing.

The king gritted his teeth and brought a hand to his forehead, massaging it. The captain swallowed and wiped his bloodstained hands on his robe. As the king tugged on the reins, the horse responded by waving its head and snorting.

“I want his head,” the king said over his shoulder, as his horse turned. “Look for him in every hole of this filthy county. If you don’t bring me his, I’ll have your head instead.”

The king snapped his reins and he and his horse disappeared into the darkness.








  
  

Chapter one

The Apple Thief





The light from the candle flame flickered on the jail’s rusty, thick metal bars. The reclining figure wore rags that were rotten and foul-smelling. He had been shivering for hours, but now could not even feel the cold anymore. 

The young man focused on the door across from him in the bare room. On the other side of that very door, in the only other room of the small building, was the village guard, a liquor-smelling man now dozing off. The young man had passed through the door that morning, pulled along by the guard’s rough hands. There had been the click of a key in the lock, then darkness.

He brought a hand to his stomach, shaken by his roaring hunger. He opened his eyes wide and stared down at the filth that covered him. Then he closed them again, as spasms and numbness chased each other under his skin.

And this was all because of an apple.

He cringed at the memory—he had held out his hand at the wrong counter in Locam, a small village in the woods of the South County, too hungry to think of what a small theft could cost him. He had just barely felt the soft, waxy skin of the fruit before the merchant shouted for the guard.

This village be cursed, he thought.

But he knew not even anger could save him now.

It doesn’t matter, it will be over soon.

The royal guards would arrive in the morning, he was sure. When that door reopened, only death would be waiting for him. His eyes closed. Death. The image of his mentor, Horatius, lying in his own blood, flashed in his mind. Horatius and he had been on the run, but the knights, all bearing the same cursed insignia, had chased them. The kingdom that had protected him for so many years had betrayed him. It had torn everything away from him, leaving him destitute, scrounging for food he couldn’t even steal properly. He was alone, and the end was approaching.

Two hard knocks sounded on the outside door, the one in the other room that opened onto the street. He heard the door open.

“Good evening, gentlemen. It’s a strange time for a visit,” complained the jailer, who had been snoring in his chair for a few hours.

“Where’s Boren?”

“Who?”

“We know you have a young man in custody. Come on, you oaf, give us the key.”

Boren shuddered. His resignation was swept away by terror.

“You must have a pass,” replied the jailer.

“Shut up, you fool. Don’t you see we are guards of King Ferdul? Do as we say!”

“King Ferdul...well, here.” A fumbling jangle of keys. “To tell the truth, the merchant would have liked to flog the young man himself as a punishment tomorrow at dawn. You can attend if you like.”

Boren didn’t understand what happened, but a thumping sound followed.

“Imbecile,” said another voice.

“Here is the key,” said one of the two guards.

Boren heard the jingle of the key and got up, tired of waiting for fate on his knees. It would all be over soon. At least he would no longer be cold and hungry. The light that filtered under the door from the next room was obscured as one of the guards approached.

“Good evening, gentlemen.”

Yet another voice. The guard at the door turned around. For a moment, there was just silence in the other room.

“What the heck?” said the first guard.

There was a grunt, then something hit the door with the strength of an earthquake, making it creak on its hinges. Screams rose through the air and were followed by the sound of splitting wood—chairs and tables, Boren guessed, backing away from the edge of the cell. Even the horses outside the building neighed wildly. Then, the hustle and bustle came to a halt.

“You always need to make a scene, eh, Feridun?” a female voice complained.

“You were not holding back either,” a deep male voice replied.

Boren tightened his fingers around the bars, trembling, as the lock clicked.

Feridun? I have heard this name before, Boren thought, despite his mind being wrecked with fear.

The light blinded him for an instant, then revealed a woman in heavy-plated armor. She held a spiked club, dripping with blood. Much older than Boren, the woman had a mass of black hair that fell around her scar-covered face. At her feet lay the bodies of both guards.

“Over here, Feridun,” the woman called.

She took a step back and kicked one guard’s body, freeing the doorway. A massive man entered the room. His head touched the doorjamb, so he had to bend down to enter the room. Boren couldn’t remember ever seeing a man that big and muscular. He seemed to have been carved from stone. Shirt and trousers of brown cloth covered his body, leaving his head bare. His olive-skinned face was covered with scars—at least as many as the armored woman had. On his shoulders, the man wore a cloak large enough to pitch a tent. He didn’t wear armor, and he wasn’t holding a weapon. He turned to the young man, who was staring at him with wide eyes, and nodded. One corner of his upper lip lifted into a half-smile.

“Boren?” the man asked, turning to the young man.

Without thinking, Boren hurried to nod. He should have been afraid, he realized, but there was no threat in Feridun’s question, either in words or tone.

“The key, Varya?” the beefy man said, holding out a hand the size of a dinner plate. 

She placed the ring of keys in his hands, and he filtered through them with surprising dexterity.

Boren stared at the man’s face and understood that those peaceful gray eyes should not deceive him. His unexpected savior returned his stare with a hesitant frown. In a fleeting moment of clarity, he realized how absurd it was that a man who looked strong enough to uproot trees with his bare hands would look at him with caution. The key arrived, and the cell was opened. Boren staggered past the bars, approaching the strangers. The woman seemed bothered by that moment of quiet.

“I’m Varya, kid. This is Feridun. We saved your skin today, hmm? Happy?”

Then the woman burst out laughing. The other man merely curled his lip, as he had before, and continued to stare at Boren. The young man didn’t understand what was happening, in shock and still weak from hunger. His vision blurred. The two fighters became flickering shadows. Thanking them seemed to be the right thing to do, but the words could not make their way to his mouth. He stumbled a few more steps, then stopped, narrowing his eyes. He was on the verge of collapsing.

“The young man has to eat something,” Varya said, after her laughter died out.

Passing them, Boren lost his balance, then fell to the ground. The fearsome woman looked down at him for a moment, but decided there was no need for pity.

“Don’t pass out on me now, young man. They won’t be too happy if they find us helping a wanted man to escape.”

She went to a nearby shelf and returned with a chunk of dried bread. Boren, now sitting on the floor next to the door, found his mouth stuffed with the somewhat moldy food before he could speak.

“Eat up,” Varya ordered.

While the young man tried to swallow the first bite, Varya went over to the bodies of the jailer and the two royal guards. She took a cloak from one of them and pulled off the boots from another. They would no longer need them. She dressed Boren up in them like a little girl would with a rag doll. Boren finished the bread, the pain in his stomach ebbing.

By the time they left the shack, Feridun was already out in the freezing wind, glancing down the road as they left the shack that served as the village’s prison.

“Are we going to the inn?” asked Varya, who had one arm around the young man’s waist.

“After paying our dues,” came the reply.

As if on cue, a hooded figure emerged from the shadows, hurrying towards them. The withered, sunburned woman approached them silently. Feridun went to greet her and handed her a small coin sack. The woman did not wait a moment before pulling it open and rummaging inside. Then she mumbled something and retreated among the scattered buildings.

“Not even a thank you,” Varya croaked. “Those farmhands, they are nothing but deadbeats.” She spat on the ground, to emphasize her point.

Feridun shook his head. “A deal is a deal.”

“Fine, fine. Well, we’ve done it. Let’s go,” said Varya, after one last look at the young man. “And quickly.”

Boren’s face was still very pale.

“Hungry,” Boren muttered. That moldy bread wasn’t sitting too well in his empty stomach.

They went to the nearby tavern, and the young man did not stop eating the whole time. Lamb stew, bowls of it, one after the other, dripping down his chin. Meat cost a fortune in these lands, but Boren didn’t worry about that. After all, he would not be the one paying.

Varya had tried to contain the young man’s voracity, but had given up. He was too hungry. At the same time, the stench emanating from him killed the woman’s appetite. With the stink of sweat and death, the table might as well have been a battleground—but at least the young man was getting back some color. The couple stared at him as they sipped their tankards of beer. Varya rejoiced in the fact that, given the state the young man was in, there weren’t any patrons sitting too close to them.

“Take it easy, rookie!” she said to Boren, winking at Feridun.


      ***The warmth of the inn lifted Boren’s spirits. He leaned back after a countless bowl of stew, feeling much better. He was alive—and, better yet, his stomach was finally full.

Satisfied, Boren examined his saviors. They were not his father’s soldiers—he would have recognized them, if they were—nor were they assassins of Ferdul, the grandson of the king who had taken the throne...and who had been chasing Wilhem’s last heir for weeks.

My family, Boren thought, remembering the tragedy. He had been so focused on his impending doom lately that he hadn’t had time to think of them.

Feridun snapped his fingers in front of Boren’s face.

“Boren. I asked you if you wanted another bowl?”

Boren blinked. He hadn’t even heard him. “No, thank you.”

Feridun drained his mug, then rose and went to the counter, where the innkeeper thanked them profusely.

“I hope you liked the meal, gentlemen. My food is the best on Siskail Island, don’t you think?”

Feridun knew that more town guards would come if they left without paying, so there was little he could do but pay the expensive bill.

“And would you like a room for the night?”

“No, thank you,” Feridun said. “We’re heading off.”

“Oh? Where are you headed?”

“To the south. We’re thinking of looking for work down in Atrenal.”

Boren heard this, but wasn’t sure if he believed it. Were these two really planning to drag him back to Atrenal?

Once the bill was paid, the trio plunged back into the winter frost. Boren thought it was time for answers. Proper answers.

“Who…” he faltered. “Who are you? Why are you here?”

Varya turned to face him, while Feridun looked around the increasingly dark, cold path through the village.

“Yes, Feridun, why are we here?“ the woman piled on.

Feridun shook his head.

“Not here, young man. Not now. We don’t know how far behind they are.”

Boren shivered, both at the cold and because of the fear that those words awoke in him. The new king, Ferdul, wanted him dead—and a couple of murdered royal guards in the prison would not make Ferdul stop hunting him down.

Whoever these people were, Boren had no choice but to trust them.

Feridun, he thought again, I know I have heard this name.

They headed north, trying to get as far away from the village as they could, although the young man’s too-large boots didn’t help. Boren remained silent.

It was past midnight when they settled down to sleep. They reached the forests which, although cold, would keep them hidden from prying eyes.

A ruckus would break out in the village when they discovered the dead guards, Varya thought. Best to keep out of sight.

Despite the chill of the frost, they fell asleep quickly.


      ***A canvas of colors exploded in the darkness of his mind. Shreds of images, followed by sounds, burst into his sleep. Tonight, the spots of color were ravenous. They were formless—possibly men, possibly monsters he had only heard of in legends. He saw a scorching sky and, beneath it, a red storm that shook the world. A blue veil between him and the fury. He thought he was safe, only to realize that he had been abandoned. He was helpless, paralyzed, and the screams around him grew until they were as loud as a thousand thunderclaps.


      ***He woke up in the heart of the forest when dawn broke a few hours later. Reality seeped back to him. It was another dream. The dreams had started after he had left his home. They were always different, but all of them were equally incomprehensible. Sound and color, fear and screams. Senseless, but leaving him ill at ease.

Sitting up, the young man noticed his back was wet due to the frost. Varya had left, perhaps to scout around the area.

“Good morning,” said a deep voice behind him.

Boren turned to see the man staring at him. He sat next to a tree, looking as well-rested as if he had spent the night on a goose-down mattress.

“Who are you?” asked the young man, trying to look him in the eyes.

Boren’s voice was hoarse; he had said little for several days. The man nodded at his words.

“Straight to the point. That’s better. Good lad, we’re friends. You must know that by now. We saved you from those guards. We’re here because someone gave us gold to escort you and—”

“Escort me where?” Boren asked suspiciously.

“Siniar.”

The young man jumped to his feet as if a snake had bitten him, throwing off the cloak he had used as a blanket.

“Relax. We’re not taking you to Ferdul. Although, to be sure, we’re taking you to someone just as powerful.”

Feridun stopped for a moment, trying to gauge Boren’s unsure reaction.

“Do you know the Supreme?”

The young man’s eyes widened. “The head of the Order of the Righteous?”

“That’s the one,” was the reply.

Boren was lost.

What do the priests have to do with this?

“We received a message, Varya and I, on the way back from Atrenal. We were heading to Fort Blade in the East County. Even though we knew about what happened to your family, but the message from the Supreme took us by surprise. Nobody realized that you were still alive. The new king,” he grumbled, clenching his jaw, “spread the news of the tragedy that befell your kin by blaming unknown ‘bandits,’ promising justice would be served. It was no bandit that did that to your family, but to be sure some poor innocent fellow will be hanged for it. What a bastard that Ferdul is.”

The young man trembled. Those words awakened the dormant memories of the tragedy, and he began to sob, trying to loosen the knot that formed in his throat. Understanding the effect of his words, Feridun tried to divert the young man from those too-recent memories.

“Unfortunately, the Supreme didn’t bother to tell us what he wants from you. We’ll find out when we get to the capital.”

“If we get there,“ hissed the young man. “Ferdul’s men seem determined to finish the job.”

Feridun hesitated, then nodded. He looked at the young man, at the hint of a mustache under his nose and the sparse hair on his cheeks. Feridun had seen and lived through hardship in his youth, but not outright murder. Not outside of a proper fight, at least. Boren’s eyes told him the young man struggled to hold on to any kind of hope after what he had witnessed.

“I’m sorry. It’s a tremendous burden for such young shoulders to bear. While you’re with us, you’re our responsibility, and we’ll do all we can to protect you.”

Boren quieted, saying nothing. Then words flowed from distant memories, like morning light chasing away a dark winter night.

“Feridun, the hero of the Scymnee…” Boren half-mumbled.

“What did you say?” the man asked.

“That’s where I heard the name!” Boren jumped up.

“You…you are Feridun the Anvil?”

Feridun looked surprised.

“How…” he began.

“You knew my father,” said Boren. “You knew Wilhem.”

“I did. It was a long time ago.”

“You fought with him down south. He told me about your battle with the savages and their leader. What was his name…”

“Urkron,” said Feridun, a dark shadow crossing his face.

“The hero of Siskail.”

Boren stared at the silent man for a while.

“My father’s stories said you disappeared after that battle, never to be seen again. Off fighting mythical battles all over the empire.”

Feridun shook his head.

“Look at me, young man. I am no hero. I left the battlefield never to return…until now, I guess.”

The great Feridun. A shadow of his former, glorious self, Boren thought, comparing the shining knight image of his dad’s stories to the grizzled, unkempt vagabond next to him.


      ***“Soon, we’ll be marching on,” Varya announced, emerging from the forest with a sack full of berries for breakfast. “We’ll seek information from Rugor, this County’s Vicar of the Righteous. The message said to seek help from him. Maybe he’ll be able to lend us horses to go north.”

They spent half a day on the path, walking warily through the forest underneath an ash-gray sky. It was already afternoon when they were at last able to catch sight of the village where the Vicar lived.

“Bristus,” Feridun announced.

They approached the hodgepodge of shacks that made up the village. It was little more than a throughway and, although it was still daytime, the only faces that turned on their arrival were those of old people who sat in a circle, grumbling to each other under a veranda. Lounged on chairs made of straw, their only concern was when the cold season would pass.

“I’d say it’s time to stock up,” Varya blurted out.

Feridun frowned. In response, Varya pointed to a construction slightly larger than the others. A discolored sign, painted with a yellowed name, said that this was the local emporium. Varya stopped in the middle of the road and looked around carefully. The old men gave them a hostile look, to which the rather unladylike Varya replied with an insult. The villagers understood that, since there were no guards around, it would be wise to let the two fearsome-looking individuals be.

“Don’t look at me like that, Feridun. I know after that meal at the inn, the money is all gone, but we need supplies. I’m all for saving, you know,” she joked.

She laughed again, revealing blackened teeth. She left them there and headed for the half-opened door, her holey boots rasping on the pebbles.

Shouting rose from inside, but Feridun had no intention of sticking around to witness Varya’s criminal deeds.

“Let’s go, young man.”

They went to talk to a farmer who approached on a mule. They discovered Rugor lived not far beyond Bristus, along the path that bisected the village.

“If you leave right away, you’ll get there around sunset,” the farmer said.

They stood on a corner, waiting. Soon Varya rejoined them, a bulging canvas sack on her shoulder. She was smiling from ear to ear. Varya was chewing on a piece of dry meat, each of her pockets stuffed with a flask of liqueur.

“Such generosity. I did expect a discount, but he insisted I pay nothing at all!”

She handed Boren the meat, offering a bite. It was half-chewed, so Boren refused it with an awkward smile. What Boren did not reject, however, were new wool trousers and a pair of leather boots his size. They were a real upgrade compared to the rags and oversized shoes he was wearing. Boren had to change on the street, under the gaze of Varya, who didn’t miss the opportunity to laugh at his bony physique.

They left Bristus behind, hoping they would never have to set foot there again, and took a path that climbed the hills beyond the village. Soon, they saw a lonely building that occupied the top of a nearby hill. They reached an open gate, supported by two columns, that marked the entrance to the property. From the top of the columns, two stone animals, of the kind Boren had never seen before, watched them attentively, their jaws parted, their heads framed by thick manes. It had no border walls, but the house was high enough for its inhabitants to watch over everything that happened around the property.

“Here we are,” said Feridun, pointing at the mansion.

The angular sentinel was all dark stone and sharp edges, towering over the quiet woods. The sound of distant neighing broke through the eerie silence. Boren was about to cross the gate, following Varya, when he realized that the man was not moving.

“Isn’t that where we’re going?” Boren asked.

“Yes, young man, but wait. Varya, listen.”

“What is it?” she asked. As arrogant as she appeared, Varya was respectful of Feridun, the young man realized.

“I want you to go back to Fort Blade first.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Since we entered the village, I haven’t been able to shake the feeling that someone is following in our footsteps. The young man and I will go to talk to the Vicar, but I want you to go back to the Fort, gather some Wolves, and go wait at the tavern near the bridge over the Mosel river. If something goes wrong, we may need help, and I don’t think the young man and I will have time to go to the Fort ourselves. The bridge is a good meeting point.”

“Are you afraid of getting ambushed?” said Varya. The man remained silent. “If so, I don’t know if it’s really a good idea for me to leave you alone with him.”

“It’s risky, but I want to avoid having no options when they find us.” He shifted. “I think this is the best course of action. We will see you at the river, I hope.”

Varya nodded a last time. She offered her sack to Feridun, who rummaged through it and stashed a few items in his pockets, leaving the rest to the woman. Then Varya approached the young man and patted him vigorously on the shoulder. The gesture surprised Boren.

“Even though the Wolves bear no great love for nobles, I can see you are a strong young man. You just might have something of your old man Wilhem in you, after all.”

She smiled at him, patting his shoulder more firmly. Then she turned and, without saying more, hurried toward the main path they had just left. The surrounding silence grew more intense. While they went along the gravel road, past the open gate, there were no sounds—save the crackling of stones under their boots.

They were halfway to the manor when Boren couldn’t stop himself from asking: “Who are the Wolves?”

“They are warriors like Varya. Mercenaries,” was Feridun’s reply. The man seemed to be lost in thought. “I was part of their ranks once...a long time ago,” Feridun added after a pause.

“And now?”

Feridun looked down at the ground for a moment.

“Now I survive, young man, like you.”








  
  

Chapter two

A Courteous Host





It was sunset, and the sky cleared as the two quickened their pace to the villa. The sun was on the horizon, half-hidden by the trees. Boren was glad that the darkness had not surprised them along the way. 

“Do you think he’ll host us for the night?” Boren asked.

“So customs demand. And if the message from the Supreme is authentic—as I believe it to be—he ought not refuse us.”

Boren often glanced at the man, who kept a few steps ahead of him. Varya had obeyed him without protest—even though, apparently, Feridun was no longer even part of that mercenary corps called the Wolves.

What authority does he have, then? Certainly not seniority; their ages aren’t that far apart. Who is this man? Boren wondered once more.

The warrior, he concluded, must be hiding something.

“Be careful from here on,” Feridun ordered, without turning around. “Stay close.”

They arrived in front of the manor, Boren practically tripping over Feridun’s heels. Now that they were this close, they could see that all the windows had either been closed by wooden shutters or barred completely. Boren did not see any light coming from inside. A gust of wind rose, making him shiver. It wasn’t as cold as it had been the night before, but it was just cold enough to make him want a crackling fireplace more than anything else.

They stopped at the stone steps that led to the entrance. Boren was about to go up when he saw Feridun intently scanning the clearing behind them.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Let’s see if we can find anyone here,” said Feridun.

Boren, too, looked around, but he saw nothing strange, save for the silent forest coated in darkness. Upon approaching the manor, Feridun rapped twice on the door.

“We’ll keep our eyes open and hope he’s willing to speak to us.”

He was just finishing the sentence when the heavy door pulled open. A crooked figure appeared, and—as if pushed to do so by an involuntary reflex—said, “Hello good sirs, what do you seek?”

“Yes, hello, good evening. We are here for Sir Rugor; maybe he can spare a few minutes to give us counsel?”

The elderly man, clad in dark clothes full of patches, looked at them stiffly. Behind the butler was the dimly lit hallway. A single lantern in a corner illuminated the wooden vaults of the interior.

“We’ve come a long way,” Feridun added.

“Wait here, please,” came the request from the butler.

He left them waiting on the threshold, pushing the door closed behind him. He hadn’t even asked for their names before leaving. They waited for a long time. By his return, Boren’s fingers felt frozen into stillness.

“Please, come on in, travelers.”

Cold and, at the same time, pleased with the host’s willingness to welcome two strangers, they followed the butler inside.

“Please leave your cloaks here,” the old man said.

Boren took off his heavy cloak. Though he was sad to leave its warmth behind, it would have been needlessly cumbersome in the house. Besides, the temperature indoors was excellent—although he could see no fireplace close by.

“... and your weapons, please,” the old man added.

Feridun hesitated for a moment, then released from his leather belt a war hammer that Boren just noticed for the first time. The butler waited, rubbing the side of his robe with one hand. Finally, he moved toward the door across the entrance and led them along a well-furnished corridor. A long red carpet covered the floor, and beautiful paintings hung on the walls, but there was no time to look at them. The butler stopped in front of another door, which he knocked before opening. With a gesture, he invited them in. They found themselves in an imposing room, illuminated by a marble fireplace. Tapestries adorned the walls, on which golden lines intertwined, dancing against a background of earth-toned cloth. A scarlet carpet covered the marble floor. On the fireplace, and on some of the benches and shelves, knickknacks vied for space: jade inlaid in spirals, wooden statues three feet high, a dragon’s head made from gray alabaster and, finally, a scale of solid gold. Boren recognized it as the symbol of the Order of the Righteous.

These things come from all four corners of the Empire.

Feridun kept his gaze fixated on one of the four armchairs by the fireplace, which had been placed in a semicircle. A man sat in one of them, wrapped in a silvery robe with exquisite embroidery.

“Take a seat, weary travelers,” said the man, welcoming them. He gestured in welcome, one hand holding a dark wine bottle by the neck. “Do join me. I hope you don’t mind sipping some excellent wine with me? The land around here might be brutal, but its flavors are unique!”

Accepting the invitation, they went closer, now able to better observe the face of their host. They were amazed to see that the man looked like a handsome knight, rather than a graying priest in the service of the Order of the Righteous. His face was smooth and free of wrinkles. Only his slightly hollowed eyes and the graying hair suggested that years had passed. Boren noticed the well-groomed beard that adorned his thin-lipped mouth.

He is a nobleman, as I was until a month ago, Boren thought. 

It felt like much longer than that.

They sat down, allowing themselves to be wrapped in the soft fabric of the well-made armchairs. Heat emanated from the fire in front of them. The host poured them each a glass of wine, following their movements with his blue eyes. With an inquiring expression, these eyes weighed them, seeking answers to questions that had not been asked.

A man who is relaxed in his comforts, but not a fool, Boren concluded.

The serenity with which Rugor addressed them was enough to increase Boren’s confidence in the man with every passing minute. The man lightly commented on the latest happenings on the island. He spoke of how he was saddened by the turn that events had been taking, and of how much this crisis in the royal family was hurting the people of the land. Boren, who occasionally glanced fleetingly at his savior, noticed that Feridun sat tight in the armchair, drumming his fingers on the armrests.

The man punctuated his monologue with a sip of the wine, the first he’d taken.

“Superb wine can make even strangers the best of friends,” Rugor said, swirling the glass. “But my apologies, I digress. I don’t doubt that your questions must be very important if they brought you here in this inclement weather.”

“Sir Rugor,” Feridun said, taking a glass from Rugor. “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Feridun, and we’ve come here to tell you about a rather delicate matter.”

The other man stiffened his back, embarrassed. “I’m sorry, gentlemen, but I think there’s been a misunderstanding. The Vicar is not here at the moment. I’m Clyn, his secretary and assistant. You know, now that the vicar has reached a venerable age, I help him manage matters of administration. I thought the butler had informed you already; I regret that I forgot to.”

He was silent for a moment, then continued.

“In any case, don’t worry. I’m sure you can talk to Rugor in person when he returns from the capital tomorrow morning.”

Maybe he’ll have news from the Supreme in person.

“If you think it can help you, please tell me about the troubles that brought you here. You need not to be afraid. I’ll advise you as much as I possibly could.”

Feridun looked at Boren for a moment before turning back to Clyn.

“Don’t worry, sir. Thank you, but it would be better to consult directly the Vicar about it. I guess…we’re going to have to get back on the road before it is too late.”

But Clyn interrupted him.

“Absolutely not, sir. You must be exhausted, and I bet you didn’t have a warm welcome when you arrived in the village—but try to understand them. These are hard times for everyone,” he concluded, opening his hands in a gesture of resignation.

“Indeed,” Feridun muttered.

“As I said, you need rest, and I hope it won’t bother you if I offer a modest guest room for the night. Let Meanor accompany you.”

He stood from his armchair.

“Meanor!”

“Yes, sir,” was the reply that came from the door, as if the butler had never left the room.

“Help our guests get settled upstairs. I hope you enjoy your stay,” he said with a smile, as he approached the butler standing by the door.

Boren smiled back, while his companion replied with a nod. Clyn made his way to the window that overlooked the back of the mansion and looking out. He turned back to them and returned to his comfortable armchair, where he sipped his wine. Boren rose and went after Meanor. The butler was already climbing the creaking stairs next to the entryway.

For a moment, in the sudden silence, Boren thought he heard a distant cry. He turned in its direction, quieting his breath.

“Come on, now,” Feridun called.

Boren narrowed his eyes at the dark and silent hall, then hurried to join the other two in the guest room upstairs. It was small but, after all those nights in the open, felt like royal accommodation.

Two days ago, Ferdul’s guards were ready to cut my throat.

Boren sunk into the soft mattress, almost crying with joy at its exquisite softness. Even better, he noticed that a gentle puff of hot air came out of a hole in the wall; he remembered how similar boilers had operated in his home in Atrenal. His body decided this was not the time for memories and, wrapped in the soft woolen blankets, he let himself be lulled to sleep by the bed’s embrace.


      ***A crack in the darkness revealed a dense, starry sky. A tree with a thin trunk, whose long leaves sparkled like rays of dim greenish sun. He didn’t understand where he was, but he knew he was far from the soft bed with woolen blankets. It was a narrow space, but its smell was pleasant. A bony hand appeared, obscuring the stars. The shadow that followed slipped through the crack until it reached him. Huge hands stretched out in his direction and, as in all his other dreams, Boren couldn’t move. Despite the darkness, he saw the blade sparkling in the air before it fell toward him—but the hand stopped. The shadow remained motionless, the blade hovering in midair. It was as if everything had frozen. Then the figure vanished. He noticed only one detail before everything became vague: faceless blue eyes, staring directly at him.


      ***Someone ripped him from limbo, throwing him back into the darkness that reigned over the room.

“Wake up!” Feridun whispered in his ear.

“Are you mad? Why are you waking me up in the middle of—” He couldn’t finish the sentence, for Feridun’s massive hand covered his mouth.

“Lower your damn voice and listen to me,” the warrior continued, lowering his whisper further. “I heard noises, and I didn’t like them at all. They came from outside, and the sound of trotting horses. I got the impression the door was being opened. We have little time to decide, and even less time to waste,” he said.

“Everything was just a dream. Now let me sleep,” Boren mumbled behind the hand of his partner, who had loosened his grip.

Feridun’s response never came. The creaking on the steps outside the room convinced Boren that the man was speaking the truth.

“Believe me now?” Feridun whispered and, while Boren jumped out of bed, Feridun went to stand next to the closed door.

More than a room, the place he had slept in began to feel like a trap: the door was the only exit, unless—and this was an unlikely prospect—they jumped out the window. Then again, they could only do that if they managed to tear off the metal bars. The steps were now close, right behind the door, but no voices could be heard yet. Feridun’s face was a mask of anger, his jaws clenched. Then he held out a hand, inside which a dagger had appeared. He offered it to the young man.

Boren grabbed the weapon, then saw Feridun pointing to the bed. Following the instructions, he climbed back up and pulled the blankets up to his neck, the knife in his hand. He was shaking like a leaf. He hoped the tactic would work. The handle moved, and the door opened. Two men crossed the room’s threshold and stalked over to the bed, where Boren was lying. Feridun’s hammer, which he must have recovered before going to bed the night before, struck like lightning on the head of the first of the two, who collapsed with a grumble. While the second men tried to understand what had happened, a shoulder blow threw him straight against the wall. Like his partner, he ended up unconscious on the ground.

As Boren and Feridun quickly put on their boots, a hoarse voice from the bottom of the flight of stairs spoke.

“Brother Flamines, is everything all right up there?”

Hearing no response, someone cursed and rushed up the stairs. He was not alone.

“Follow me. Down the stairs and outside. Don’t lose sight of me,” the warrior ordered.

Boren trailed Feridun, who was half-hidden in the shadows. As soon as the young man was out of the room, Feridun launched himself on top of more armed assailants, now lit by lanterns. The advance of four men, all in leather armor, stopped when the first in the row rolled down the stairs with his skull smashed in. They threw themselves on the man, still partly shrouded in shadows, who was swinging the hammer.

Then someone entered with a torch, illuminating the scene even more. Boren was helpless in the fight of the three men against his friend. The second fell after a violent blow to the stomach, rolling between Boren and Feridun. He was stunned but, as Feridun launched himself against the others, he got back onto his knees. Boren grabbed the knife as if it were on fire, and, in a rush, tried to hit the other, who dodged the blow and got to his feet.

I’m going to die.

His attacker staggered for a moment, then threw himself against him, even though he was unarmed. Panicked, Boren screamed and dodged, narrowly avoiding his opponent’s punch. Meanwhile, Feridun fought off the remaining attackers. He had no armor, but his opponents were insects before his bulk, and he countered them by swinging the long-handled hammer in one hand.

A few steps behind, the young man dodged his opponent’s blows. Realizing that the other would soon overwhelm him, Boren tried to go around him to reach the stairs. He didn’t see his opponent’s leg. Boren tripped on the outstretched leg, slamming face-first into the ground. The thud and the pain that erupted in his face blinded him. His opponent was ready to finish him. But there was a grunt, and the man hit the ground. For the second time, Boren owed a life debt to his partner.

Getting up, he saw that a wooden ornament lay next to the attacker’s bloody head. The sight disgusted him, and he jumped away.

Wasting no more time, he ran down to the wide-open door and found himself outside, next to the warrior, blanketed in the cold air that preceded the dawn. The forest was a dark patch, whose surroundings were hidden by a thick haze. They rushed toward the bush, but before they could reach it, Boren heard horses galloping up the path. Behind them, a scream scraped through the night, coming from inside the villa. The young man recognized Clyn’s voice.

If they didn’t hurry, they would soon be surrounded. They ran at breakneck speed to the west, driven by fear and anger. There was no time to think about betrayal. Boren glanced over his shoulder and saw two horses closing in. He tried to catch up with Feridun’s long strides. Feridun continued running ahead, widening the gap between them more and more, while the young man, out of breath, was already beginning to slow his pace after a few hundred yards of running. Then he stumbled on a root protruding right in his path. A twinge in his right foot pierced him as he rolled over on the damp earth. He shouted and Feridun stopped and came back, helping him to his feet.

“Can you run?” he asked in a whisper.

His answer was lost in the wind as the screams of their pursuers drew closer.

“They’re nearly upon us,” Feridun said, almost to himself.

They dragged deeper into the woods, but Boren was now limping and panting fearfully. His face was moist, and he moved forward with one thought: If I stop, it’s over.

“Let’s separate,” Feridun snapped.

He pointed to a spot where trees and brambles hugged each other in a compact knot.

They can’t get through there on horseback, the young man guessed.

“Over there, face down, and don’t make a sound! I’ll draw them to the other side. You got it?” Feridun said to him, turning for a moment as they went on, scratching and tearing their clothes with each step.

“Here! Stay down. I’ll come back to get you,” Feridun told him.

The man then pulled himself out of the bushes and ran away. Throwing himself on the ground, Boren crawled to the foot of a massive oak tree. He curled up between the trunk and the bushes and listened, trying to calm his wildly beating heart.

At first, he heard nothing. Then came the sound of footsteps on the dry foliage and broken branches. The noises continued, and soon Boren heard footsteps closing in on him. He shrunk against the oak, prayed for Feridun to save him once more, hoped against hope that his luck hadn’t yet run out. Boren glimpsed some shadows beyond the bushes, close to his hiding place; he could barely see them because of the sparse light and the dense foliage which, he hoped, would prevent him from being found. He flattened himself further against the layer of leaves, holding his breath.

A rattle of terror died in his throat as the attackers passed cautiously by him. Clyn—if that really was his name—was at the head of the group.

A cry in the opposite direction attracted the search party, who hurried away. Boren sighed silently in relief.


      ***After reluctantly leaving the young man alone, Feridun had busied himself distracting the enemies. He lumbered about, throwing stones and breaking branches thick enough to make noises, and confused them about his whereabouts. It worked for a while, but then the group divided in two, with each half going in a different direction. The attackers had come in force.

They must have followed us from Locam, he thought. I was right to send Varya for help.

Ferdul’s men were desperate to find that defenseless young man. The Supreme had intervened to help him. None of this made sense. He was just a kid—a noble’s kid, yes, but he certainly could not be worth all this trouble, as far as Feridun could tell.

Feridun concentrated on the path again. He was worried about Boren, but had to continue to obscure at least some of his tracks. Hopefully the young man would just stay hidden. He continued marching for a long time, drawing each group further from the big oak tree. It was only when the dawn had passed, hours later, that he finally saw their pursuers give up. He heard a horn, perhaps from the manor, calling them back. Feridun had camouflaged himself despite his bulk, remaining motionless on the ground. He waited for them to move far enough away that he could go back and find the young man.


      ***With heavy eyes and a sore body, Boren waited for Feridun to arrive. Although the branches of the bushes had scratched his face, he accepted the annoyance. They had saved his life.

How many more times will I be so lucky?

The sound of footsteps brought him back to reality, and he watched suspiciously until the enormous man approached. Boren forced his body to stand up, showing himself only when he had become sure it was indeed his companion.

“Found you,” Feridun said, trying to be playful.

“I thought it would never end,” said Boren.

Feridun could only nod.

“To get to the capital, we have only one choice. Stay out of sight as much as we can. And trust no one.”








  
  

Chapter three

Starry Night





I am Ferdul. 

Within the walls of the fortress, he made his way to the tunnels that sprawled beneath, deep into the ground. Light, born of darkness, reflected mysterious rainbows on the fumes that flooded the passages. He remembered all the efforts he had put into finding this place. The nomadic tribe of the island of Meiurk, before he had them slaughtered, had confessed that, although the castle seemed to be a thousand years old, it had appeared less than two decades earlier. With the roar of a newly erupting volcano, its ebony walls had appeared from the waves of the Occas Sea, the tribesmen had said.

Ferdul was then shown to the only person in the tribe who had dared to approach it. In spasms, the survivor had babbled of tentacles that had come out of the mud and stolen his eyes. The madman had been right: in the heart of that wound on the back of the earth, in its darkest recesses, there were things, waiting. Waiting for him.

This is my new home, Ferdul thought, remembering the call that had led him there.

He stepped on the slime, breathed the fumes into his lungs. If the fumes didn’t bother the ghosts that haunted these tunnels, they couldn’t bother him, either. But those very ghosts cast terrified glances to where the unquenchable purple light appeared. The crack that led to a forgotten place.

The world of Taytos.

Before that purple light, he had built a throne with his own bare hands—using stone and bones, skulls and mud. His throne. He sat on it.

My conquest starts here, and I won’t be alone.
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