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ARHK DODGED THE DESCENDING axe of his opponent, its blade coming close enough that he felt the breeze of it passing alongside his cheek and the pointed tip of his ear. Ellaris’s final words before she kissed him goodbye, telling him she expected him to come home unharmed, flashed through his mind. He had no intention of disappointing her.

One shoulder throbbed from a blow he had taken earlier, and an overall weariness from fighting weighed on him, but they were in position now. From this vantage point, he could make use of his Frightener ability to drive off the Pandrean Alliance forces, as soon as they eliminated the people trying to stop them. He began extending that power now, focusing initially on the man facing him and the one Tyrik, his tehnaak, or spirit sibling, was fighting a few yards away. They would feel a rising pressure pushing in around them and see unnatural darkness falling over the battlefield. All merely illusion, but in their minds, it would be real.

The eyes of the soldier across from him widened. The man recognized what the pressure and darkness meant. He had encountered Arhk’s power before, or at least heard tales of him. Either way, his momentary distraction was his undoing. Arhk swung his blade into the man’s arm, cutting in deep above his leather bracer and lodging in the joint. The soldier’s hand convulsed open, dropping his axe. Arhk released his sword and caught the axe before it could fall, swinging it around into the side of the man’s neck. It was over in an instant. Another unfortunate casualty of war. He spared a glance to check on his tehnaak. Seeing that Tyrik had dispatched his opponent, he set his ability loose over the entire battlefield, plunging enemy soldiers into an oppressive darkness, filling the area with chaos and screaming.

This was his moment. As the most powerful Frightener in Vanris, he didn’t need anyone to help him defeat the enemy force now that he had invaded their heads, tricking them into seeing their greatest fears manifest before their eyes. Still, his orders forbade him from destroying the minds of the Alliance soldiers. The goal was to drive them out of the desert region known as the Crimson Break that stretched between Vanris and the southern kingdoms, moving them away from the border. Tyrik had a part to play in that, and Arhk felt the overflow of his tehnaak’s Enkindler ability, seeking the terror he had inspired and amplifying it, giving the enemy soldiers a desperate urge to flee at all costs.

Together, they were the perfect weapon, though the better Arhk got at controlling his Frightener ability, the less he needed anyone to support him. Still, having Tyrik use his Enkindler powers to amplify the enemy’s fear allowed Arhk to hold back enough that his victims were less likely to come away with their minds permanently scarred, destined for a descent into madness. In a sense, he was the blade, and Tyrik the mercy that blunted its edge.

Arhk let the illusions of darkness and pressure fade as Tyrik leaned into his ability, suppressing courage while magnifying hopelessness and fear in their opposition. Pandrean Alliance soldiers fled the battlefield, most too panicked to make use of waiting horses or grab dropped weapons. The Vanrian force held back, allowing them to escape.

When it was over, Tyrik pulled Arhk’s sword free of the soldiers he had dispatched and offered the hilt to him. “This has almost gotten too easy.”

Arhk accepted the weapon, his gaze catching first on a fine spray of red in Tyrik’s light brown hair before sinking to the dark spot of blood dampening the thigh of the other man’s armor from a wound there. “Apparently not easy enough.” He took a lock of long white-blond hair that had escaped his warrior’s braids in the fighting, tucked it behind one pointed ear, and gestured to Tyrik’s injury with his sword. “You know what that means?”

Tyrik wiped the blood from his own blade and sheathed it before meeting Arhk’s eyes. “That we can finally join Ellaris and Hahren in Etrion?”

The mention of his wife and son brought a smile to Arhk’s lips. “And you took the first wound, so you must buy the first round of drinks.”

“Ahndhomen Arhk.”

The formal use of his rank pulled his attention to an approaching subordinate officer. He turned, acknowledging her partial bow with an abrupt nod. “What is it?”

“Do you want us to send some people after them to make sure they leave the Break?”

Arhk caught Tyrik’s smirk out of the corner of his eye. “I doubt they’ll stop running for a while. The area scouts can keep an eye on them. I want a report of the dead and injured within an hour. I should like to start our return trip to Etrion before dark, if possible.”

“Yes, sir.”

As she walked away, Arhk’s gaze moved past her to scan the battlefield. There weren’t many bodies, and those he could see were mostly wearing Delaphinian or Sarketi colors, enemy troops from two of the three Pandrean Alliance kingdoms.
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