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Prologue





Basil’s warm hands grazed over Ophelia’s skin as she lay on the grass beside him. 

The moonlit forest stood around them, stars winking through the drifting sheets of cloud as the two made love. An owl hooted across the glade and perched up on a tree, watching.

They surrendered to their physical yearnings like wild animals—conscious of nothing around them—not even the sky beginning to light up in a gentle viridian glow. The wind eased and the chirping of crickets faded away, leaving only Ophelia’s soft moans in the eerie stillness.

The glow dispersed into strands, swirling over the clouds before converging into a dazzling disk of emerald.

Ophelia flinched when she became aware of the sky. With a violent push, she thrust Basil away, just as an unending bolt of viridescence struck her. She screeched in agony while Basil could only watch in fear as the blinding streak of light rained its wrath upon Ophelia’s delicate little body.


      [image: ]The outline of the man shuffled through the woods, huge, lizard-like creatures on his tail. 

He hobbled down a ridge, panting and stumbling to the ground, before pulling himself up using the bushes for leverage, then running again, determined not to give up. Inside, his wounds screamed a symphony, with crimson lines streaming from the gory hollows of his eye sockets. But, teeth gritted, he did not let out the shriek he’d forced down.

Sightless, he fumbled into the valley through the thorny undergrowth, his body smudging patches of fresh blood on trees he bumped into.

A tree root at the edge of a trench caught his foot and he tripped, crashing down onto the rocks at the bottom. A stifled cry spilled out of his mouth as his legs crunched under him.

A growling raged nearer.

Spikes of pain were shooting through his body. It seemed like this was the end, but he refused to yield. He knew it was no longer possible to outrun the creatures—his only option was to hide. He kept clawing at the ground, desperate to climb back up the ridge.

He heard the jagged fluttering of wings and could feel the creatures herding on the trench’s edge above him. His hands fumbled on the walls, frantically searching for a refuge. 

But then, he heard the growling dive at him.
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Several decades later












  
  

[image: ]

Chapter 1 





Clad in red, three mounted soldiers cantered through the woods, the glow of their lanterns smothered under thick fog. 

The first light of day was still a good two hours away, but they couldn’t wait until sunrise. It was a pressing matter.

The woods sprawled over several hundred acres of hills. Pine, fir, aspen, and dogwood rose from mossy undergrowth which had lain relatively untouched since the dawn of time. The place smelled of ancientness, the only sign of civilization being a dirt road snaking through the wilderness.

The riders moved down the path, their leader’s searching eyes peering into the dark.

“Why on earth would he take this path?” Lance grumbled at the back in a low voice, his long mane flowing around a face which looked to have lived through a fair few street fights.

“Well, they all take this path for the same reason,” Timothy, a stocky man in his forties with the voice of a wimp and the face of an otter, replied. “It’s faster.”

“It was a rhetorical question, Tim,” Lance sneered. “I would be in bed with Gracie if he hadn’t.”

“Thought her name was Bessie.”

“Could be.” Lance shrugged. “Can’t keep track of all the names.”

“How do you manage to crawl in with so many women without—”

“Well,” Lance cut Tim short. “Women find me irresistible.”

“I was going to say ‘without your wife knowing.’ Anyway, if you think you’re so irresistible”—Tim snorted—“why doesn’t your charm work on Claire?”

“My charm works on women, Tim.”

“What do you mean?” Tim raised his eyebrows “She is very much a—”

“I don’t care about her body,” Lance interrupted. “On the inside, she’s more of a man than you’ll ever be.”

Tim stared at him. “Thought a woman’s body was all you care about.”

“Hey!”

Lance and Tim’s heads shot up to look at their leader who was trotting ahead of them.

“Look.” Claire held up her lantern, her vigilant, blue eyes filled with apprehension.

The three cantered to the wooden carriage sitting stranded on the path twenty yards further on. Pulling up, they stepped down from their horses.

Tim frowned. “Abandoned?”

Claire shone her lantern inside the empty carriage.

“Thieves?” Lance clenched his rifle.

Claire shook her head. “No sign of struggle.”

“Wild animals?” Tim said.

“No blood,” replied Claire.

“Where did they disappear to then?” Tim asked.

Claire observed the ground under the light and didn’t answer.

Tim placed his lantern on the grass and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Anyone there?”

The woods gaped back at him.

“They stopped the carriage willingly,” Claire said, following the tire marks. “Got down and walked into the woods”—she studied the footprints and pointed at a trampled fern at the side of the path—“that way.”

“Why would they do that?” Tim asked incredulously.

Claire pulled the rifle from her back. “Let’s find out.” She entered the woods, following the trail of trodden bushes.

Tim and Lance joined her.

“Mister Canterbury?” Claire called out.

“It’s chancellor,” Tim corrected her.

“You can call him that when we find him,” Lance murmured. “That is if we find him…”

Tim ignored the remark. “Chancellor Canterbury, sir?”

Lance scoffed at Tim’s idiocy. “Save it, Tim.”

The three silhouettes kept moving through the fog.

Claire stopped abruptly.

“What is it?”

“The trail…” 

“What about it?” Tim leaned over her shoulder.

“It’s gone.”

“Just like that?” Lance exclaimed.

Claire nodded.

Lance pulled out a machete.

“What are you doing?” Claire asked.

Lance slashed at branches and stomped through. “Looking.”

Claire and Tim watched him vanish behind a curtain of fog.

“So, what do we do?”

“Let him take the east,” Claire said. “I’ll head up north. You go west. She paused. “We’ve got to find the chancellor, Tim, by any means necessary.”

“Yes,” Tim’s voice grew somber. “He was our guest. Maybe one of the most esteemed guests to visit Winsden in a long time. It would be a shame if we fail to find out what happened to him quickly.”

“He is our guest, Tim.” Claire put her hand on his shoulder. “He is.”

Tim gave an understanding nod, and the two went separate ways.


      [image: ]Claire moved through the bushes. Fog had already swallowed the glow of Lance’s lamp, and when she looked to the other side, she saw Tim’s light had faded too. Claire glanced up at the trees towering above her. Draped in white screens of mist, they all looked identical. 

It was difficult to keep track of directions, but Claire plodded through the undergrowth, knowing the trail of flattened lichens under her boots would guide her back.

She reached a clearing and looked around reflexively. There was no sign of the chancellor, but as her gaze swept over the ground behind her, a strange thing caught her attention. Moving the lantern closer, Claire stared at a bush, her forehead creased. Its leaves, which she had stomped upon just a second ago, were decompressing back into shape, as if by some invisible force. Surprised, she peered at the path she had taken. There was no sign of her footfalls.

The place was lit up by a weird glow, and Claire looked up. A soft, luminous tinge of chartreuse flickered through the fog in the distant sky.

She stood, staring, her brows knitted together.

The light hovered for a moment and then streaked away, farther into the eastern part of the forest. Clasping her rifle, Claire ran after it to investigate.
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