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Prologue 
Year 135 of the Second Age

Golden leaves crunched underfoot as two figures strode through the deserted woodlands at the edge of Meraxor, the territory of the Brotherhood of Shadow.

The smaller figure, Vincent Wilder, trailed at the back with his arms crossed over his uniform, a pristine grey tunic with a black symbol of a phoenix nestled inside a flame. His eyes were dark and shaded, and a frown creased his forehead. He kicked aside twigs and stones, trying to keep his nerves under control and maintain the composure that had earned him his role as the leader of his people.

The large, imposing figure that walked beside him made no sound at all, its feet silently padding across the crisp forest floor. It wore no clothes except for a long black cloak with a deep hood that obscured the area where its face should have been.

The forest was cool, even for a late autumn evening, and the frosted air planted sharp kisses on Vincent's face. His companion, the Bavelize, didn't feel the cold; it had no skin to pucker in the freezing air and no bloodstream to pump colour into wind-kissed cheeks. The creature's hands were not made of skin or bone but thick, turbulent smoke, swirling and rippling, roughly gathered in the shape of fingers.

Vincent had left the city behind him over an hour ago, winding through the dense, uninhabited forest. When he was far enough away from their civilization to be sure they wouldn't pass another soul, he had called to the Bavelize. It had appeared from the ether, as it always did—materializing from nothing to stand beside him. They had continued their journey together in silence, with Vincent praying that what he was about to do wasn't a catastrophic mistake. The Bavelize stopped suddenly in the middle of the leafy trail.

“Here,” it said in a quiet, ethereal voice that reverberated around the woods, coming from all directions at once.

“Here? Are you sure this is the place?” Vincent looked around for distinguishing features, but this patch of forest looked the same as every patch they'd walked by for the last hour.

The Bavelize didn't respond. It turned slowly to face him with the swirling, undulating mass of smoke that made up its face. Vincent quickly looked to the ground. Despite its lack of eyes, the Bavelize stared directly at him.

“What will you do now?” Vincent asked, his voice wavering.

By way of response, the Bavelize began to move its smoky hands back and forth, fingers working away, plucking the strings of an invisible guitar. It raised its arms, reaching up high into the air and back down again, then sweeping over to one side and starting again. After five minutes of no success and no explanation, Vincent grew impatient.

“Clearly this can't be the right place.”

“It's here,” the disembodied voice echoed. “This is where the barrier is weak.”

“Barrier?” Vincent questioned, but the Bavelize had returned to rhythmically waving its hands in the air. If it had been anybody else, any human, it would have looked ridiculous, but somehow the Bavelize's ethereal digits working so frantically was eerie and intimidating.

The Bavelize froze, the billowing fingers of its right hand held aloft. It brought its left hand up to meet it and gently pried at something in the air. Scratching, delicate little finger movements, prying apart something stuck closely together. Its fingers worked faster and faster, into a grey, swirling blur, pulling at the unseen stitching. Vincent frowned and moved in to look more closely.

A line appeared, a thin crack which hung mid-air. Vincent gaped as the Bavelize stretched and tugged at the widening slit. Vincent caught a glimpse of something through the crack. Another forest. The trees were in exactly the same place as the trees on Vincent's side of the barrier, but they were twisted and charred, burned to a crisp long ago by the scorching heat. Now they were merely skeletal trunks, the remains of a forest, a woodland graveyard.

Vincent stared, amazed, as the Bavelize forced the stitching between the dimensions open with a rip three metres high, the tattered edges flitting between their dimension and the one that lay beyond. A gust of stifling hot air swept out from the frayed gateway, and Vincent turned away to prevent his skin being singed. The breath caught in his throat as a surge of sulphuric gas billowed from the gap. He took a step backwards and covered his mouth with both hands, trying not to gag on the foul stench.

The Bavelize faced him with its featureless visage unreadable. “I shall return with the soldiers you need to win this war.”

“Wait! What is that?” Vincent's eyes were wide with shock and fear. He had known the Bavelize was fetching him some soldiers, but he hadn't asked where from. His stomach churned as he risked another glance in the direction of the gateway. Scorching heat flared up at him and he had to look away again. It was freezing cold in the forest. This tear in reality was impossible. He could already guess the terrifying answer, but he asked the question anyway, with his heart pounding,

“What is that place?”

“You know it as Hell,” the Bavelize replied. Then it stepped through the gateway and into the other world.

This dimension was the same as the Human Realm—identical terrain and natural features, rock formations rising in the same areas, lakes and streams running the same course. But the rivers in Hell ran with molten fire, sizzling and searing across the barren landscape.

The stifling heat had no effect on the Bavelize's ethereal form, and it wandered through the blistering air unscathed, where humans would have turned to ash in an instant. It walked through the burnt and barren forest until the charred trunks and branches gave way to a vast plain known in the Human Realm as the Holy Lands. The Holy Lands were covered in lush grass in the humans' world, but here the terrain was dusty, and grainy red sand blew around the Bavelize's feet. It cast its eyes across the land and saw roaming demons, flying alone or in packs, their wings flapping in the sweltering dry air.

Some demons were immense—three or four times the size of the average human; some were tiny and flickered through the sky like birds. One, a tiny, gnarled demon with teeth that protruded far beyond its withered jaws, flew past the Bavelize and stared at it with hostile yellow eyes.

The Bavelize pulled its hood back to reveal its head, the turbulent smoke ever-changing, flowing, maintaining the vague shape of a human skull. The demon recognised the faceless shape instantly. It gave a low hiss, and with a great flap of its leathery wings, it took off at great speed, hurtling across the barren wasteland.

The Bavelize watched the demon disappear over the dusty horizon until its attention was caught by a maniacal cackling. The cackling came from an immense, hulking creature with staggeringly bright colours screaming for attention from bizarre angular points jutting from his body.

He leant down until his triangular scarlet eyes were level with the Bavelize. “To what do we owe this pleasure?” His voice was melodic, a childlike sing-song, irregular tones changing continuously, like the voices of a hundred people speaking at the same time.

“Thanatos—I trust you are guarding this realm well in my absence.”

Thanatos gave a deep booming laugh before answering in a low baritone. “Never a demon out of place, Master.”

“Good.”

“What can we do to help you?” His voice shifted to a long slow drawl with a sarcastic drift to its words.

“I need soldiers. I want four commanders for the Human Realm.”

Thanatos straightened to his full impressive height, and his voice took on a stiff intensity. “Take them to the Human Realm? You can't. They can't be removed from Hell, their souls are tied to the very fabric of this world—you imposed that rule, Master. You should know they can't leave.”

“I am aware,” the Bavelize replied, “but I imposed those restrictions to prevent your kind from freely roaming the Human Realm and killing people at whim. I choose now to sever the bonds of a select few to help my cause.”

Thanatos's voice returned to high-pitched and jovial. “I don't like it. You made me guardian of Hell to watch out for our kind. Taking my demons from their realm breaks every law of the land. No good can come of it.”

“Those laws are mine to break, Thanatos. I can always find another Guardian…”

Thanatos laughed uproariously, “Then take your pick, Master. I'm sure every demon here would relish the chance to take the power of Hell to the Human Realm.”

The Bavelize gave no hesitation. “I need Phantom, Anubis, Malla and Anathema.”

“Anathema?” Thanatos leant in again and whispered conspiratorially, “Are you sure? He's just a baby. Wouldn't Fenrir be better? He is strong.”

The Bavelize shook its smoky head, leaving a grey trail in the air. “Anathema possesses the sadism and cruelty I need for this mission. The last time he walked the Human Realm, his path was littered with slaughtered humans. That's what I need again.”

Thanatos's voice changed to a gravelly, hoarse drone. “On your head be it.” He turned from the Bavelize and reached behind his back to one of the immense orange spikes that covered his spine. Yanking the pointed flesh aside, he revealed a small instrument that looked like a bugle. Bringing it up to his thin lips, he blew into the device and a deafening, shrill tone cascaded across Hell. Every demon within the realm froze and turned to stare in Thanatos's direction.

Thanatos took a colossal breath and spoke, his voice impossibly loud: “Phantom, Anubis, Malla, Anathema—you have been called.”

Anathema approached first, his gangly ghoulish form sprouting shredded, leathery wings that flapped in gentle ripples. He hovered just above the ground with his razor sharp yellow claws scraping across the dusty surface. There was a sly, malicious glint in his narrow eyes, and he tapped his fingers together in nervous excitement. As he landed in front of the Bavelize, his joints clicked, making his shoulders and knees jut out at awkward angles. With an amused, lopsided grin, he clicked the bones back into place.

Anubis and Malla came together. Malla's smooth, rich skin and dark human-like features gave her an intense look, and her piercing eagle eyes flashed as she weighed up the Bavelize, questioning his motives. Anubis's hulking wolf-like body lumbered beside her. He was nearly twice her size and could have crushed her skull with one colossal fist, but he lacked the initiative to do anything besides follow orders, and he dutifully trudged by her side, bound by her manipulative power.

There was a whoosh of wings and a surge of heat as Phantom landed before the Bavelize. His huge figure was engulfed in searing flames and his eyes burned like torches. In his enormous fiery hand, he clutched a flaming sword, dripping with molten lava. His feet slammed into the ground next to Anathema, and he jabbed at the small demon with his elbow, sending him reeling to the ground. Anathema leapt to his feet with a great flap of his wings and snarled at Phantom with his sharp teeth bared, but he kept his distance.

The Bavelize looked them over, pleased with his choices as Thanatos addressed them in a whisper.

“The master calls you. Heed his word and follow his rules,” he hissed threateningly.

The Bavelize glided forward. “I need you in the Human Realm.”

All four demons' faces lit up with malicious delight. The hulking, menacing form of Anubis shuddered with pleasure. “Are we to purge their realm again, Master?”

The Bavelize shook his head. “Not this time, Anubis. You will be bound to serve a human—a great leader of men.”

Phantom's fiery eyes glowed with indignation. “We take orders from no human.”

“You take orders from him or you come home…”

Beside Anubis, Phantom hissed with anger and defiance flashed in his burning eyes, but he made no response.

The Bavelize continued, “These are your terms: When addressing humans, you speak to them in their tongue. The language of Hell is not theirs to hear—it stays in our realm. You answer to the human, Vincent Wilder. You will take whatever human disguise you are given. You kill when and who Vincent tells you. Start rampaging and you'll be brought back. Disobey Vincent and you'll be brought back.” The Bavelize leaned forwards and with a disconcerting growl added, “Disappoint me and you'll be brought back.”

The Bavelize stepped up to Malla first and held its hand in the air in front of her chest. It flexed its smoky fingers back and forth, weaving an intricate pattern before her. Streaks of black flickered behind the digits, tracing a pattern that faded gradually as the air swept it away. Its hands moved more quickly as it tore at the seal that bonded her soul to the realm. With a final flick of its wrist, the pattern it had traced glowed blinding red, then shattered into a myriad pieces and the bond was severed. A smile slowly crept across her lips as she felt the restrictions lift.

The Bavelize passed in front of each of the demons, performing the same ritual and tearing their souls from the contract that had them confined to Hell for eternity. When the Bavelize had finished, it took a step back and looked each demon over carefully, weighing up their strengths. Drawing upon the vast reserves of energy that swirled within its smoky core, it fashioned disguises made of human skin, bone and organs.

As it crafted a design for each demon's human form, it spoke to them.

“These synthetic disguises are made of human tissue, and to the humans in their realm, you will look exactly as one of them. They can easily be repaired, and any damage you sustain in human form will only be temporary. They are realistic, and the humans will never know when they are in the presence of a demon. However, you must be careful not to break the skin of your disguise. No blood flows through this replica flesh, only ash. Blood is a true human element that I cannot replicate. Also, while you may be invincible in human form, if you break out of it to access your demon form, and the strength and power that comes with it, you can be harmed again.”

The Bavelize finished crafting the intricate disguises. Each human form was designed to match the attributes of the demon, made to complement their abilities but also made to be appealing to the specific humans they would need to convince.

The Bavelize marched the demons in their new human forms back across the arid plains and to the charred woods where the tear between dimensions awaited. They each passed through, emerging in the Human Realm, sucking in deep mouthfuls of the cool, crisp freedom.

The Bavelize passed through last, and with a wave of its hand sealed the gate seamlessly. It looked up to find Phantom growling threateningly at Vincent. His human disguise was far smaller than his impressive demonic form, but he still stood over six and a half feet tall and towered above Vincent. Vincent didn't back down. He held his ground and with strong, dark eyes, matched Phantom's stare.

“These are your new soldiers, Vincent. They must obey your commands or be sent back to Hell,” the Bavelize said quietly.

Vincent dragged his eyes away from his confrontation with Phantom.

“Understood,” he said assertively, but the Bavelize had vanished, leaving nothing but a trail of smoky residue in its place.







Part One 
Rebellion
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Chapter One 
Elixir

Year 135

The sky lit up in a radiant burst of red and yellow sparks which shot outwards then crackled gently to the floor in a shower of fire. The courtyard was filled with whoops of delight and murmurs of appreciation. Children squealed and yelled, allowed to run through the gardens freely. They charged after one another, waving wooden swords and ducking and dodging around the adults who strolled, carefree, across the vast palace gardens.

The sky was an inky black sheet, peppered with pricks of light and the occasional burst of fireworks illuminating the darkness. The courtyard and gardens of Nazaki Palace were lit with oil lanterns and dotted bonfires, billowing waves of smoke filling the air. Mixed in with the smoke was a tantalising aroma of roasting meat from food carts that sat amongst the well-pruned bushes and trees. The winding shale path led between stands, set up by local townspeople, selling all manner of delicious treats: sweetbreads, fruits, nuts, and skewers of roasted meat and vegetables.

Chaos Lennox walked through the crowds, enjoying the warmth of the summer evening. His keen dark eyes flickered over the gardens appreciatively, and he addressed his brothers who walked beside him.

“The people have done well. The grounds of the palace have never looked finer. This must be the largest turnout we've had in years.”

Mercury and Syfer Lennox nodded in agreement, stepping aside to avoid two children who thundered past them wielding toy bows and arrows.

“Yes, Callista has outdone herself, hasn't she?” Syfer said, adjusting the high-necked collar of the loose orange shirt he wore.

Mercury's eyes landed on one of the food stalls, and he wandered over, unable to resist the smell of meat juices sizzling on the fire.

He turned back to his brothers. “Come on, Chaos, Syfer, let's get something to eat.”

They ordered skewers of roasted lamb and onions, salivating at the thought of such rich food when usually they dined on comparatively bland meals.

The three young adults continued to walk the grounds, tearing chunks of tender meat from the skewers with their teeth and eyeing the stunning dancers who performed in the courtyard. The gardens of the palace were one of the largest open spaces in the city of Nazaki, and tonight they were filled with a dazzling range of bright colours. The noblemen and women (the elite members of the Children of Light who ruled the nation of Alcherys) spent the year dressed in black and grey uniforms. It was only during festivals and celebrations such as this that they were able to don the designs and fabrics they chose. Constrained by such dull uniforms the entire year, most took advantage of the event to clothe themselves in beautiful flowing dresses and robes of vibrant and vivid colours.

Syfer and Mercury wore orange and purple respectively, but Chaos wore a perfectly tailored black suit despite the heat of the evening. His thick, dark hair was neatly styled, resting on his collar, long at the back but tidy and smart. He drew the eyes of women as he passed but paid them little attention. As a member of the royal family and the youngest soldier ever to be taken on as an elite commander, he didn't often mix with the public and they were awed to be in the presence of him and his family.

His reputation for arrogance preceded him, however, and few attempted to speak with him. This suited Chaos perfectly as he spent his time at festivals such as this mingling with his friends and family and steering clear of the public.

The three young men passed a band of musicians, playing a beautiful melody on a series of drums and flutes. Chaos stopped in the centre of the path and allowed the music to wash over him. He closed his eyes to drink in the luxurious sounds but was pulled from his reverie by sniggers from his two brothers.

His eyes snapped open, and he fixed the twins with a dark glare. “What?”

Syfer smirked, “Look at you, lulled into a dream world by a flute. What great soldiers listen to flute music?”

The edges of Chaos's mouth curled into a joyless sneer. “When you're as successful as I am, you can tell me what 'great soldiers' are supposed to enjoy.”

The quip wiped the smile off Syfer's lips, but Mercury eased the tension with a loud laugh, throwing an arm around each of his brothers' shoulders.

“Come on. Father's has already taken a seat.”

They headed towards the great stone amphitheatre at the back of the palace. With a capacity of five thousand, it was large enough to contain a good proportion of the people of Nazaki. Seats at the front were reserved for the Children of Light noblemen and soldiers—the highest ranking sitting closest to the front. The remaining 4500 seats were free for the public to use.

Around the grand amphitheatre, flags blew gently in the wind. The crest of the Children of Light—four daggers with their points touching in the centre, around the knot of infinity—was emblazoned in striking silver on an enormous deep purple canvas. It hung in the centre of the amphitheatre, and beside it two other flags flew, proudly sporting the shield of Avalanche and the dagger of Nightfall. These were the two elite factions that operated within the Children of Light, and Chaos felt his heart fill with pride as he looked upon Nightfall's banner. To have his unit's sigil hanging so closely to the Children of Light's and Avalanche's was an honour he had always dreamed of.

At the front of the amphitheatre, a man dressed in black trousers and a casual vest waved them over. Raven's eyes were dark and brooding, even when his lips curled into a smile, and his strong, toned shoulders flexed when he crossed his arms.

“Good evening, Father,” Mercury and Syfer said, embracing him. Chaos hung back, smiling wryly at the show of affection between his father and his siblings. When his brothers pulled away, his father's gaze fell on him and a smile broke out on his lips.

“It's good to see you, Chaos. We don't get many opportunities to meet socially these days. It's odd to see you without a weapon in your hands.”

“We must schedule another training session soon, Father, I don't like not having a weapon in my hands,” Chaos said, offering a business-like hand for his father to shake.

Raven laughed and batted Chaos's hand away, pulling his son into his arms. Chaos returned the embrace, trying to ignore the sniggers from Mercury and Syfer.

When he pulled away, Raven smiled and pointed to the flags above them. “Do you see that, son? The Nightfall banner flying alongside Avalanche? I persuaded Callista to allow it.”

Chaos's heart sank with the realisation that Callista had not chosen to honour his unit herself. She had been swayed by his father's request. Raven caught the flash of disappointment in Chaos's eyes.

“Success is success, Chaos, however it comes about. Tonight is your night, remember. Once the ceremony is over, Callista will assign missions and Nightfall will be honoured with new freedoms. I'm sure of it.”

Chaos gave no response and looked away, trying to stem the prickling nerves in the pit of his stomach.

A loud bell began to chime, the crisp, clear tones echoing throughout the gardens and courtyards. It was the call for the citizens of Nazaki to proceed to the amphitheatre, and within minutes people began pouring into the semicircular structure.

Chaos, his father and brothers took their places in the front row as the bell chimed again and silence fell across the crowd. Every pair of eyes focused upon the central stage.

A beautiful woman walked out onto the stone platform and, as one, the people bowed their heads, drawing their eyes away from her long, platinum-blonde hair and wide green eyes. Callista Nienna was the commander of the Children of Light and ruler of Alcherys. Though she looked in her late teens, her appearance was deceiving. She was not as young, innocent or pure as she seemed. She walked to the centre of the stage and held both arms out wide.

“Sons and daughters, grandchildren and heirs, people of Alcherys. As the head of the family that guides our nation, I welcome you to the Palace of Nazaki.”

There was a universal cheer and a roar of applause from the crowd, and Callista smiled as she looked upon her people. She ruled the nation of Alcherys with a firm hand but it was a fair one and the people adored her. She provided for them, ensured their livelihoods flourished and protected them from constant attacks by their enemy, the Brotherhood of Shadow. In return, she had earned their undying affection.

“Tonight, we celebrate a joyous occasion. Another young warrior joins our ranks and the Children of Light's army grows ever stronger. Sho Nitaya, please step forwards.”

She gestured to the edge of the stage, and a young boy of sixteen years stepped forwards. He wore long white robes with a hood over his head, but his rich, brown skin and deep eyes could still be seen.

Chaos watched him closely as he stepped onto the stage and nervously joined Callista, their grandmother. Sho stood facing the crowd, and Callista placed a hand on each of his shoulders.

“Sho Nitaya, look upon the people of Nazaki, your brethren, your kin, your subjects. As a descendant of the Nienna bloodline, it is your right and your honour to receive the elixir of youth, so that you may serve the people of Alcherys for all time.”

She gently turned Sho by the shoulders and they stood, hands locked, face-to-face before the crowd.

Callista continued, “The elixir is not a gift, nor a privilege. It is the symbol of our undying dedication to protect our land and our people. It is our pledge to uphold our responsibility at all times, forsaking our own desires, our own goals and, if necessary, our own lives.

“Do you accept the burden of our people and promise to protect our borders for the rest of your days?”

Sho squeezed Callista's hands tightly and began to speak, but his voice caught in his throat. He gave a croaking cough. “I do.”

Callista gave him a warm, reassuring smile then dropped his hands and took a step over to a small wooden table beside the stage. Upon it rested a metal goblet containing a liquid that gave off an aroma so rich and luxurious every member of the audience could smell it. Callista held it carefully in both hands and walked over to Sho. She stopped before him and fixed him in a serious stare.

“Sho Nitaya, once you drink of the elixir of youth, your fate and your future are sealed. You hand your life over to the Children of Light in exchange for everlasting youth. We extend your years so that your skills and knowledge can benefit our people and aid our cause, so the battle may be won and the world free of the Brotherhood's tyranny. But do not take this elixir lightly. It promises not immortality. Your body is fragile as all of mankind's and you must treat it with respect.”

Sho stared up at his grandmother with wide, sincere eyes and nodded.

“Now, drink,” Callista said and passed him the cup, which he took carefully in both hands. Callista turned to the crowd. “Join me, people of Alcherys, as we recite the Eternal Verse from The Book of Alcherys.”

The people of the stadium rose to their feet as one, locked their hands together before them, closed their eyes and began to chant in unison.

“Let the ancients guide your actions. Let the elements nurture your soul. Let eternity be yours to hold, for the good of Alcherys and all beyond. Join us as one, in the arms of the light.”

The crowd opened their eyes and watched Sho closely. He took a deep breath to steady his nerves and drank the bitter liquid in one go. When finished, he held the empty goblet aloft and grinned as the amphitheatre erupted into cheers of joy.

Callista held a hand high in the air and the cheers halted abruptly. “Sho, you are now a fully integrated member of the Children of Light, a servant of Alcherys.”

Another immense cheer.

“Tomorrow, we discuss your future. You must decide whether you wish to be considered for apprenticeship to a master, or whether you will join the Academy. Take your time to think and choose wisely as it will affect the path your life takes. But tonight, celebrate! The night is yours, Sho Nitaya!”

The crowd leapt up and down with glee and Sho's friends and family rushed forwards to smother him with kisses and congratulations.

Chaos clapped but refrained from the overzealous jubilation of some of those around him. Sho was a nice enough young man but although they were half-cousins, Chaos had nothing to do with him.

Their family was huge and over two hundred of Chaos's relatives had taken the elixir. But despite the long lives they all led side by side, they weren't a close family. Although Callista was mother or grandmother to a large amount of the members, she dealt with so many political and economic situations that quality family time was rare, and her children lived all over the nation of Alcherys, not just in the capital city of Nazaki. Chaos was lucky he got to speak with his grandmother. As far as he was concerned, it was only his great talent and skill, and the esteemed position he held that got him any of her time, and even then it was begrudgingly.

Callista walked over to Chaos and his father. “Raven, the council meeting will begin soon. It's unfortunate it has to happen during this time of celebration, but I need everybody together and that opportunity is rare.”

“Needs must, Mother,” Raven replied with a wry smile. “Ready whenever you are.”

Beside him, Chaos snapped to attention, arms resolutely by his side. “Callista, should I attend as commander of Nightfall?”

Callista hesitated and cast a sideways glance at Raven who raised his eyebrows. “Yes, Chaos. My other faction commanders are still away on missions, and it wouldn't hurt for Nightfall to take their places.”

A wide smile spread across his face. “Thank you for the opportunity.” He gave a low bow, but Callista said nothing in response.

Gathering two other commanders along the way, they wound their way back through the revelling party-makers and up to Nazaki Palace where the tactical room awaited them.
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Chapter Two 
Disappointment

The tactical room was eerily quiet as Callista and her advisors arrived. They lit the torches that hung on the wall and a warm yellow glare illuminated the room. Plans, sketches and diagrams hung on every wall. A huge map of the world was positioned on the northern wall with pins marking the current location of soldiers and units. A long oak table filled the centre of the room and in the middle of it was an intricately carved model of the imposing Fortress of Crae that silently guarded the entrance to Alcherys, the united lands of the Children of Light.

The tactical room usually buzzed with activity, people dashing from one map to another, marking ambassadors' movements, tracking armies and issuing status updates. But tonight the entire city celebrated outside and only Callista's most important advisors and generals were called to the meeting.

Callista sat at the head of the large table and placed her hands flat on the surface, surveying a crumpled old map laid out before her. Her fresh, delicate skin and youthful features betrayed none of the torment and hardships she and her people had been suffering for 135 years. She was a fearsome warrior, highly trained and immensely skilled with years of leadership behind her. So many years of war against the same enemy had equipped her with a deep understanding of the mentality of the Brotherhood of Shadow and its fighters, especially their leader, Vincent Wilder.

At 151 years old, she had been married four times and had brought up twenty-eight children. Three of her ex-husbands now sat on the council as her advisors, still on good terms with her despite their break-ups. Her most recent relationship had ended with tragedy and she was still recovering, throwing herself into governing her nation and not allowing herself to stay still long enough to dwell on it.

“Sorry to drag you away from the evening's festivities, but it is crucial we discuss our tactical position and to direct our soldiers in the most efficient way from here on. After tonight you will head your separate ways, and we do not know when our next opportunity will arise.”

“You are quite right, Mother. We all understand our responsibilities as leaders of our nation. Let us get to business right away so that we may join our families for the rest of the night.” Raven Lennox, Callista's son and valued advisor, addressed the small group. “The Brotherhood's attacks have stopped for now, but we can't allow ourselves to become complacent. You know how the Brotherhood works; they attack relentlessly. If they are quiet, it's because they're up to something. I believe we should maintain our defenses here. There is no point sending soldiers away to distant lands if we are to suffer an unexpected attack to our home.”

Chaos gave an eager nod of agreement, supporting his father, but Scorpio Bast, Callista's second-in-command and one of her ex-husbands, shook his head.

“Our borders are the quietest they've been for the past seven years. Now is the time to advance. I say we send all the soldiers who are sitting idle here out to the uncharted lands to secure the loyalty of the unallied peoples and bring back new soldiers.”

“May I remind you,” Callista's voice broke into the debate, “that we are not conquering? We are not trying to recruit soldiers to fight for us; we are offering the people of these towns security and the ability to protect themselves from other invaders who may not be so kind.”

Scorpio held his hands up by way of apology. “I know that, Callista, and, of course, their welfare is our priority. I merely meant that the villages could potentially hold talented fighters, and we need all the soldiers we can get.”

“No, we don't,” Raven interrupted. “We have many soldiers here who are itching for the extra training and the opportunity to enter our elite forces. Training the people we already have should be our priority.” He gestured towards Chaos, who sat upright proudly.

Raven, Scorpio and Chaos turned to look at Callista, seeking her judgement. She sighed. “Jordan, where do you stand on this?”

Another of Callista's children, Jordan Thialdor had excelled in military planning as he was growing up, able to see gaps in defences and isolate weak points with startling precision. Now he ran the Children of Light's tactical division and was one of Callista's most trusted advisors.

His gentle but confident tones chipped into the conversation.

“I am reluctant to advise any expansion until our own borders are thoroughly secure and can withstand attacks. We have a number of weaknesses along our border with Terralia that concern me.”

Callista sat forward without a moment's hesitation. “Then pull some troops from the western and northern areas and relocate them to the Terralian border. The Brotherhood may have enslaved the people of Terralia already, but it's only a matter of time before they march across the wasteland and attack us from that angle.

“Raven, I would like Avalanche to relocate to the Terralian border as well. I know it'll be harsh on you all, and I'm sorry for that, but let your team take their families with them if they want to go. The more soldiers on the frontlines the better. Take three drylls with you from the aviary. That way you can send them back and forth with messages and keep me updated at all times.

Chaos straightened up in his chair. “Grandmother, would you like me and Nightfall to accompany my father at the border?”

She quickly dismissed him with a wave of her hand. “No, Chaos. I'll come to you in a minute.” He sat back in his chair, deflated.

“Scorpio, you and the main forces should remain here in Nazaki with me and Jordan.”

He gave a curt nod. “Of course.”

Callista took a deep breath and turned to Chaos. “I would like you and Nightfall to relocate to the Far East on the border with Karinam. There is a small town there by the name of Eresteid. It is mostly empty but once served as a barracks so you and your team will be able to lodge there and train.”

“What?” he shouted, fury burning in his dark eyes before he reined in his temper. “That border is miles from the rest of our settlements. As an elite force, would we not be more effectively used somewhere like Terralia?”

“Jordan just stated that our defences in the east are weak. You will be in a perfect position to defend our lands if the Brotherhood chose to attack from that direction.”

“If they attack. In a hundred years, the Brotherhood has never attacked via that route. That mission is effectively taking my unit out of commission. How can I prove to you what Nightfall and I are capable of if you don't give me the chance? I am the son of Raven Lennox! Does that mean nothing to you?”

“Having a successful father does not mean you inherit his success. You have to work for your own recognition,” Callista said firmly.

Chaos's face reddened with fury. “I strive every day for that recognition! How many of our soldiers are mentioned in the Book of Alcherys? That's not just a dusty old book, you know, it tells the future of our people, the destiny of the greatest warriors to grace our lands, and I am in it. Me.” He jabbed his finger at his chest as he spat the words out.

“You are not the only person mentioned in the prophecies, Chaos. And please do not lecture me on the sacred text; I know it more intimately than anybody.”

“Then you should know that I am destined for greatness!”

“Your destiny has nothing to do with it. It's too dangerous for you in Terralia.”

“Dangerous? Come on, tell me the real reason you won't let me go. This isn't about my safety. You don't trust me.”

Callista heaved a deep sigh. “No, I don't trust you. It hasn't been that long since you've taken the elixir. You are still a child by our standards. And your actual age wouldn't be an issue if you could just act more grown up, but you are still too immature. When I send soldiers out on missions, they act as representatives of the Children of Light. That is a huge responsibility, and you are not ready for it.”

“That is downright insulting. I am not immature! I've been ready for years; you just refuse to see it. I took the elixir four years ago. Four years!”

“That's enough!” Raven slammed his hand down on the table, making Chaos jump. “I've stood by you for long enough, but you can't speak to Callista like that. She's your leader and your grandmother. Show her some respect.”

“Why should I? She doesn't show me any. I am clearly ready—I am the strongest fighter of my generation and should be treated as such. I should be one of the first people consulted when important or dangerous missions are assigned.”

Raven sighed. “It's that arrogance that's stopping you from getting assignments! Do not assume that being the best inside these walls is the same as being the best out there. You have not seen the worst our enemies can throw at us. You have been of age for four years. Do you really think that's long enough to be called an established warrior? Four years is nothing, Chaos. I've been of age for seventy years, and I am still not good enough to beat some of the horrors beyond Alcherys!”

Chaos paused for a moment before his face soured into a dissatisfied scowl. “My four years are worth a hundred of anybody else's.” He got up and stormed from the room, slamming the heavy wooden door on his way out.

Callista turned back to the meeting table, where Scorpio and Jordan were casting disapproving looks at one another, and Raven stared at both of them with an intense glare.

“Don't worry.” Callista's voice dropped to a gentle, reassuring tone. “He'll be fine. I know it's tough on him and on you, but he needs to learn that he can't have everything his way.”

“I know, but it's hard,” Raven said. “He's very talented for someone so young. I just wish he didn't put so much belief in that prophecy. To be told you are 'destined' to bring down the Brotherhood would make anybody arrogant.”

“But it is in the book, so it must be true. The book does not lie, and Chaos's part in the future of our people motivates him.”

“Yes, but it motivates him too much, doesn't it? He thinks he's better than everyone else now.”

Callista smiled. “Yes, but he is better than everyone else, Raven. I just hope he can focus that talent in the right direction, or we'll find it harder and harder to keep him under control.”
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Chapter Three 
Fiery Transformation

“Attack me!” Phantom screamed. His ferocious, dark eyes blazed, and he held his powerful arms out wide. A thin, wiry man flung his sword at him with as much force as he could muster. There was a loud clang of metal as it was swept aside. “Pathetic! Attack me properly, Anathema, and mean it!”

The swords clashed with immense force, sparks flying. They pulled their weapons apart, and threw themselves into the next swing, grunting with the effort. Phantom grinned with malice and swung his immense broadsword in a vicious downwards strike. Anathema jumped to the side, narrowly missed by the descending blade. He returned a fast counterthrust but it was parried easily. He frowned and lunged again, determination etched on his face. He allowed his hatred to consume him, to give him strength and focus. He struck with more precision this time, aiming for his opponent's head, but the strike was once again batted aside. His failure infuriated him, and he lost his concentration for a second.

Phantom's sword flew through the air towards his unprotected chest. The sharp tip pierced his skin and ripped through the flesh beneath. Anathema froze, his eyes wide with surprise. An evil glint shone in Phantom's eyes, and he grabbed Anathema's shoulders and pulled him closer, forcing the blade deeper into his body until, with a final, brutal push, it burst out through his back.

Phantom gave a savage chuckle and tossed him aside, pulling his sword out as Anathema slumped to the ground. Phantom sheathed his weapon and stood, arms crossed, looking down at his defeated opponent. Anathema groaned with pain, pressed his hand to his chest and sat up. His shirt had been ripped by the blade, and he pulled the material aside just in time to see the wound slowly closing. No blood poured from it, only a sprinkling of ash seeped from the gaping hole. He watched as the pale, white skin closed over the gash and then glared at Phantom.

“Was that really necessary?” Anathema snapped in the harsh language of Hell, acidic to the ears of humans.

Phantom sneered, “Yes. You're not good enough to fight a child at the moment—you need to learn. And speak the local tongue, not ours.”

Anathema hissed with rage and continued in the language of the humans. “I can't get this stupid human body to do what I want. It's too weak.”

“The body isn't weak; you're weak.”

“Well, how about you stop insulting me and actually teach me something worthwhile?”

“You don't deserve it” was the cold reply Anathema received. His face darkened. With grey eyes that burned in hatred, he growled at his mentor.

“There we go. That's more like it. You might be in human disguise now but allow the demon in you to break out. Use your hatred and your anger to make you stronger. Stop being so weak and sensitive.” Phantom looked at Anathema in disgust. “It's almost human.” He shuddered as though the word were poison on his tongue.

“How dare you?” Anathema replied with equal disgust, “I need more practice, that's all. I can't operate in human form. I need to break out, to be my true self. Or else I can't access my power.”

“You're a creature of malice. It should come naturally, human or demon form. What is there to practice?”

“I want to be able to use this stupid body,” Anathema waved his arms in the air, “but it doesn't come naturally to me; it's too restrictive. I need to flex my wings to fight. I need to get my claws out to kill.”

“Kill whom?”

“Anyone I'm told to.”

“You should kill even if it's not an order! That's what we're here for. You see a human, you kill them immediately. Following orders comes second. Better to kill first and question later than to let a human live because you hesitated.”

“What if I kill the wrong person?”

Phantom's burning eyes flared with rage “There is no 'wrong' person. You kill anyone, everyone. Humans are vermin—they need wiping out.”

“Well, what about Vincent Wilder?” Anathema asked. “You say we should kill humans, but every day I see you sucking up to that man.”

“Vincent's different. He might have the short lifespan and overactive emotions of a human, but he's the closest to a demon we'll get in this world. If he wasn't so concerned with his 'love' of Callista, he might have what it takes to become one of us.”

“No way. That idiot's got too much compassion.”

“He's got less compassion than you.”

Anathema roared with rage, “Don't you dare! Don't you EVER suggest I feel anything from this pathetic realm! I am a demon! I will never feel compassion!”

Phantom's eyes glinted with cruelty. “Prove it.”

“Fine!” Anathema stormed over to a large, wooden shed that stood adjacent to the stone courtyard at Vermidor.

He yanked the doors open to hear the terrified screams of the people trapped within. He marched into the barn and grabbed a teenage boy by the arm, dragging him, struggling, into the courtyard. With one look at Phantom, Anathema ripped his sword across the boy's throat. The boy's eyes widened in horror as a waterfall of blood gushed from the slash. His lifeless body slumped to the floor.

Anathema stormed back into the barn and grabbed a young girl by the arm. She screamed out in terror and two older people beside her shrieked and wailed for Anathema to spare their daughter. But they had seen this before. They had been there, just two days ago, when the demons had first entered the town and slaughtered half the population and enslaved the rest. Once the demons got a taste of bloodlust, it was futile to try and stop them.

Anathema pulled the terrified girl across to where her friend had been killed. She pleaded and whimpered to be freed. He forced her, weeping, to her knees, and in one brutal thrust, drove his sword through her heart. He kicked her body to the ground and wiped his sword across his shirt, leaving a red smear across his chest.

“Do I need to carry on?” he asked Phantom.

“No, I think I get the point. We shouldn't waste humans. We're lucky we were allowed to use this town as our base. Vincent said it was far enough from the capital of Meraxor that it wouldn't affect the Brotherhood too much. He said the people were disposable, and we could use them for whatever we wanted. That's why I like the guy so much.” He grinned, flashing white teeth.

“Do you believe me now? Killing humans is what I exist for; it's like a drug to me.”

“It's your desire to prove that which disturbs me.”

Anathema swallowed his hatred and chose to ignore the statement. Fire burned in his stomach, and he had an overwhelming urge to slash his mentor's throat, but Phantom was stronger than he and much quicker. Chain of command in Hell meant Anathema was bound to obey his master. It stung him bitterly that he was tied to anyone else's orders, but if he disobeyed, he'd be sent back to Hell—where there was nobody to kill.

“What techniques do we need to practice?”

“For now, you need to work on rapid transformation in and out of your true form.”

Excitement surged in Anathema's chest. “Does that mean we'll be out on the battlefield soon?”

“I think so. Vincent said we've prepared long enough. He's going to start dispatching us to the villages first. If they are independent, they could ally themselves with the Children of Light in the future, so we must obliterate them before they can. But if we're to do that successfully, you need to perfect your transformation because you're useless in human form. To be effective, you need to switch between one form and the other in an instant.”

“Show me,” Anathema demanded.

Phantom frowned, disliking the command in his tone, but he complied. With eyes closed and concentration creasing his brows, he stretched his hands out. The transformation started in his fingertips. His long digits flickered into burning embers and fire snaked up his arms. With a blast of heat and light, his body burst into flame and engulfed him from head to toe. Two colossal wings, coated in dripping hot lava folded out from his back and his face became broader, his eyes glowing red. The heat emanating from his terrifying form seared Anathema's skin and made him recoil. He watched with envy as Phantom's body grew until he loomed over him.

Phantom leant down, pushed his enormous fiery face towards Anathema's and gave a grotesque chuckle. He stepped back, took a deep breath, fire and smoke billowing from his nostrils, and began to change back. He shrank back to human size, his wings folded back and disappeared into his disguise, and the flames were extinguished. As he sank back into his human form, Phantom shook and stretched his muscles, uncomfortable in the restrictive body.

“Your turn,” Phantom said with a condescending smirk.

Anathema gritted his teeth in concentration. He closed his eyes and focused all of his attention on the transformation. A shiver ran through his whole body, tingles spreading from his head to his toes. He yearned to be in his real form again and allowed that desire to consume him, forcing the metamorphosis to begin.

The shivers spread to every inch of his body, and he gasped with pleasure as he felt the shift begin. He relaxed into the change and revelled in the pleasure of returning to who he truly was.
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Chapter Four 
Nightfall

Chaos kicked through the dusty brown leaves as he wandered around the barracks on the outskirts of Nazaki. It was the afternoon following the elixir ceremony and his disastrous meeting with Callista. He'd had no choice but to attend an intensive training session with his grandfather in the morning and every part of him now ached. He wallowed in his own misery, pacing in the gardens aimlessly.

He could hardly believe Callista had the cheek to position him on the eastern border. He was the highest-ranking third-generation member of the entire Children of Light. And he was the leader of his own faction although Callista gave Nightfall no assignments and no freedom. What was the point in an elite task force that did no fighting?

Thinking of Nightfall reminded Chaos that he should deliver the disappointing news. He was tempted to go to the aviary and send a dryll to deliver his message for him, but he knew the disappointing news would sound better coming from him rather than a bird. He took a deep breath to steady his nerves. He knew his soldiers would not be happy with their assignment and he couldn't blame them, but once Callista made a decision, it was final.

He trudged towards the barracks at the rear of Nazaki Palace, and his headquarters came into view, the proud emblem of Nightfall blowing in the wind: A silver dagger with spiked hilts, resting against a deep purple background. The building was squat and rounded like a temple, with sculptures and carvings adorning the walls. He presumed it had been a religious building in the First Age, but it had stood cold and empty for years until Chaos and his team had taken it over. It was not as grand or decorative as the palace itself, but that didn't matter to Chaos. He knew that the truly remarkable thing about their HQ was what happened inside. It was where he trained and mentored his carefully selected warriors—the ten third generation members whom he selected as the most talented and ambitious.

Chaos was the youngest of Raven and Estella Lennox's children and easily the most talented. His brothers and sisters, the ones he had trained and chosen for Nightfall, were all older than him, some by fifteen years, but they accepted his tuition because he had been born with a natural gift.

Chaos stormed through the stone building and entered the meeting hall, where he was immediately met by his brother Mercury.

“What did they give us? Where are we to be assigned?”

Chaos gave him an exasperated glare and slumped down in a chair at the head of an old stone table. His shadowy eyes and tanned skin looked drawn and tired, and his anger and frustration added another layer of darkness to his expression. Mercury stared at Chaos, demanding information. Mercury's twin, Syfer, came to stand by their brother. They were practically identical; it was only when they spoke that their differences became apparent. Mercury was Syfer's restraint, reining in his impulsive and quick-tempered brother.

“I take it you bring bad news…again,” Syfer said in a voice tinged with bitterness.

Chaos ignored the question again. “Where's Dana? I need to talk to her.”

“Just tell us where Callista stationed us!” Syfer demanded.

Mercury placed a hand on his brother's chest to hold him back. “Don't worry. He'll tell us. Won't you?” he asked calmly. Chaos saw a flash of darkness behind Mercury's eyes and knew he'd have to tread carefully to avoid a fight. The far door swung open. A young woman with flowing amber hair strode confidently into the room. A long sabre was strapped to a belt tied around her slender waist.

“Well?” Dana Thialdor asked calmly, her hands resting on her hips.

Chaos was reluctant to break the bad news. “We've been assigned to the far eastern border, right down at the edge of Karinam—about as far away from the civilised world as you can get.”

“What?” Syfer's voice erupted. “That's ridiculous! There's no threat there. We wouldn't see any action at all!”

“Did Callista imply she wanted to expand our borders in that direction?” Dana asked, frowning.

“No. They just want us to babysit the border to keep us out of the way.”

Dana thought for a moment. “It means she still doesn't trust us.”

“Why the hell not?” Mercury scoffed. “Surely we've proven our worth by now?”

“I don't know,” Chaos replied, frustrated. “But to add insult to injury I received a dryll this morning informing me that she's sending somebody to watch over us.”

“What? Why would we need somebody to watch over us?” Syfer snapped. “We're not kids. Who is it? Father?”

Chaos huffed angrily. “If only. I don't know yet, but she said we would need to work alongside whoever comes.”

Mercury rolled his dark eyes. “This is ridiculous. When will we know who it is?”

“When the palace dryll arrives I suppose.”

None of them were very happy with sitting around their headquarters, just waiting to see who would be babysitting then when they moved over to Eresteid, but there was little else to do.

Time dragged for Chaos and he tried to keep his mind busy by making small talk with his siblings and deliberately starting arguments with Dana. They were both so engrossed in winding each other up that they barely noticed when the violet-feathered bird of prey streaked through the window and landed on the table in the centre of the room.

Proudly ruffling its stunning plumage, it cawed loudly and shook its talons, as if commanding Chaos to hurry up and take the message tied to it. With a surge of adrenaline that could have been from nerves or excitement, Chaos leapt from his chair and approached the dryll too quickly. It gave an aggressive hiss and ruffled its feathers, making it appear twice the size. Intense, piercing yellow eyes fixed Chaos in a deadly stare.

“All right, all right, I'm sorry.” Chaos made his voice as calm and quiet as possible, and crouched down to the floor to make himself appear smaller.

After two or three minutes of the dryll hopping anxiously from foot to foot and looking at Chaos like it was going to rip his throat out, it eventually calmed down, allowing its feathers to flatten back against its body.

When he was sure he wasn't going to lose a finger, Chaos slowly reached out to the dryll. Even though its glare was still fierce, it allowed Chaos to untie the message, but as soon as the string was detached it gave Chaos an angry hiss, flapped its powerful wings and shot out through the open window.

Dana sniggered. “I don't think he liked you. You nearly got your eyes pecked out.”

“Damn things,” Chaos said as he rose to his feet with the message in his hand. “I don't know why we don't just use pigeons.”

“Because we don't want it to take two weeks for a message to arrive. Oh, and drylls don't get eaten. Nothing would dare.”

“Well I still hate the horrible things.”

Dana nodded in acknowledgement. “They're pretty nasty, but they are the fastest and cleverest birds in Alcherys. Think what life would be like without them. Eresteid is fourteen hours from Nazaki. Without drylls to carry messages to and from the capital we'd be totally cut off.”



OEBPS/chapter3.jpg





OEBPS/chapter4.jpg





OEBPS/chapter1.jpg





OEBPS/chapter2.jpg





OEBPS/img2.jpg





OEBPS/img3.jpg
P S
el R iy widy widy Dy
wﬁ.ﬁ‘gﬁﬁ& m@ﬂﬁ_@f\ Q@Qi% ) wles hﬂé\\ penipys

| e i
e uzeyy” wﬁk«\v\\wﬂ/

u\m‘&\ & E\NN‘\\ e wE) uxumuﬁ
P F nepy )

T diiag aﬁm\\w\nﬁ
—_—





OEBPS/img1.jpg






OEBPS/cover.jpeg
THE LIGHT AND SHADOW CHRONICLES BOOK 1

CHRONICLE
"FCHAOS

D. M. CAIN





