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“Hear ye! Come one, come all, for an announcement from the cqsile! [ bear grave news, and news
that you do not want to miss! Heqr ye! Merchants, peasants, come one, come alll The news affefls
us alll Hear ye! Hear yeol”

Iclung to the shadows of a nearby alleyway as the messenger tore down the Streets on
his horse, it's hooves clattering againgt the worn, cobbled pavement as itg rider drove it onwards,
Hs he passed by, a paper fell out of the saddlebags of his mount, drifting to the ground at my
feet. I picked it up, the writing practically jumping off the page as Lreqd it.

WARRIOR-KING JULIUS AERMONT DEAD! PRINCE PHILLIP MISSING!

The immortal Warmior-King, hlus Agmont, was found dead in his chambers this morning. As
You may ranember, his queen and former honor knight, Malea Nalasen Aermont, was taken into
%Dmﬁwfsmﬁmyymnaga,mrmm Rulership of this land would foll to the noblz
Prince Phullip Aermont, however he has gone missing. Speadation exists that he was taken by
whomever killed his father, but no one knews for sure what happened to him,

Hustily scrawled below the printed message, ds if it was written in g hurry, was a sin gle
sentence, My breath caught in my throar qs I read it, a mix of dread and fear floodin g my senses.
Iooked up, staring at the horizon, The direction sttilors feared going when they left the is] ands,
the direction of the Fang Mountains. The diredtion of the Dark Lord's territory and the dark haze
that covered it, My eges were probably playing tricks on me, but I conld almost see hints of

darkness on the horizon, before T looked back dowr, at the note, the ominous text ftaring back at
rae,

The: Dark Lord i Loming
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The sewers smelled exadiy how 1 expected: like death, rat, and, well, a sewer. But after jears and
years of coming through this way, T'd gotten used to the smell.

Anv the Tats, L thought, kicking away d fat one with my boot as it scuttled across the
damp, slick stone floor of the sewer. Next to e, a deep trench contained a rushing torrens of
water filled with filth, wager thatin the &ormy season could flood through the entire timnel and
drown whomever was unlucky eough to be down here. L frode along, maintaining a sharp
puve us 1 counted the bridges, grates, and shafts of light that I possed, finally coming Upon &
Tadder leading to a skylight.

Glancing behind re, L began toclimb, scampering up and pushing aside the metal grate
that made uyp the skylight. Islipped through the opening, sliding the grate back in place behind
me. Backing away slowly, I turned and ducked through the entrance of a seemingly empty
warehouse. s Lclosed the door behind me, I immediately could hear the fatnt sound of arguing
echoing from above. '

Making mg wag through the mnaze of crates [ittering the otherwise empty firét floor, L
made miy way to ¢ wooden Staircase fucked in the corner; 1 &opped at the botrom, liftening to
the voices above for a moment, before silently making my way up.

“What's all this about?”

“You tell mel I'm the one who sits holed up here all day!”

“This is serious!”

“You think? The Warrior-King's vead.”

“Do gou know what that means?

“ _rhat Prince Phillip wili take the throne?”

“Wol You idiot, he’s missing!”

«g7elL. how was [ supposed to kow that?

“Tt°s literally on the news pamphlets they've been handing out.”

“Like Isaid, { don't get to leave here, like, ever”

“Ir's for your owmn geod!”

“Bue whuuuuuuuu?™

“Im not the only one here who's position would be jeopardized by you being found out.”

I &tepped into tie room, leaning against the viall. The three people in the room were Wo
busy arguing to notice. fl young man in a loose-fitting tunic and pants low nged oh a pile of boxes
covered in ularge direwolf hide, bis hair a dark imess qis hé fussed with the short strands, a
smudge of dirt on the side of his face. Hcross from him stood o woman with her armor half on,
her short black hair in two braids tharbarely brushed her shouldets. Her arms crossed, she



Aared at hiry, the sitver armor of her people and her dark blue cloak draped dacross her shoulders
adding to how intimidating she was, despits the fodt that she was the shorte® in the room. And
on the other side of the room...

I swear, she could flun even the mot cold-hearted of the nobility. Her golden hair hung
in waves, (wo braids wrapping around her head like a crown. Even though she wore
standard-issue military school clothing, she Aill mitnaged to have the aura of someone in a
bea utiful gown, she kind only the riche in the Jand could buy. Hs she ftood there, she pushed
her glasses up higher on the bridge of her hose.

“Well, what do we do about this? the goung man asked, leaning back ngain the wall
and crossing his arms behind his head,

“Yow're doing nothing, Iuca.” the partially-armorsd woman said Sternly. “We all wil
have to wait and see what happens and who will step forward to lead "

“Ashlynn...” Luca begged, turning to look at the stunning woman.

“€mma’sright,” Ashlyrn told him. “This iz serious, and beyond anything we can do. We
fust have to wdit for the noble houses to come together, or for Prince Phillip to returmn.”

“We can’t waitthat long,” I said, Sepping further into the room as they all turned 1o face
me, Luca jumping a litt]e bit,

“Tea,” Enwon said in @ warming tone. “What do you know?”

I#trode to the center of the small room, where a table sat. Scattered across its surface
Were various versions of the paper T had found, but none with the ominous message at the
bottom. I glanced at the lantern sitting on the far end of the table, and the flickering light from
within, taking a deep breuth before I told them.

“Ihe Dark Lord is coming.”

Silence filled the reor. I stared ar the flame, watching as it flickered.

“That... that can’t be trize,” Ashlynn Sammered. “Tra, tell me it isn't frue!”

“Itis.” I sighed, pulling the piece of paper out from where Pd hid it in one of the small
bagswmder my dark cloak, setting it on the table for them all 1o see.

“What does he want with us? Luca asked after a brief pause.

“Tdon't know,” 1 said, looking up to meet his brown eyes, his brow creased with WorTy.
“But whateveritis, it can‘tbegood.” = . _

Lresumed staring at the ﬂame as they began argumg around Te.

“Is he here for the throne?™

“No matter what he’s here for, he won't have Rhyne.”

“Yes, but... the old legends-”

“Are [egends and folk tales.”

“King Julius was immortal. Who's to sy those stories aren’t true?



“Yag. but the rest of the &uff about Shadowsouls and the First King and Sundancers ish't.”

Iwinced.

“They sag the Dark Lord's territory is covered in darkness because of the Shadowsouls
who seek refuge there. They sap he himselfisa Shadowsoul.”

“That's peasant speculation.”

“Hhem.”

“Tarea, gou could ve risen to the top, if gou hadn't gotten canght stealing from the
Warrior-King's vault.”

“mnd whar was it with that roll of privy paper you also tock™

“Heg, you've gotta do something memorable when gou're ftealing from a king!”

“Facus! Who knowes how long we have to prepare!”

“Who hnows what's even going on”

*Tea might.”

“What's going on?”

“Will he be here for the throne?”

“When is he coming?”

“Yeah, how long do we haveT”

“How-"

“t dow't kowt” I snapped, whipping around te face thers.

Al three of them &ared at me in shock, Emma with a hand on the pommel of the sword
sheathed at her hip. Luca [ooked at me with fear in his eges, Emmd with guarded caution in kers,
and Hshlynn with concern.

4 don't know what's goirig ot or how Long we have,”  breathed, trying £o calm myself,
“but I do know that he's coming. And whatever he's coming for, it can't be good.”

Ashlgnn glanced arognd, before meeting my eges. émmd eased up slightly, but staged
tense as she watched me, and Luca ftayed huddled in the corner.

“Well * Ashlynm said slowly, stepping closer, “we need more information $0.." she loohed
at the ceiling, loft in thought. “What if we go out tonight? Get some information.”

“What?” Luca asked, fAaging in kis corner,

Eshlynn paced in an arc around the table, stopping and picking up the paper I'd brought
in1 ds she leaned on the table, nonchalantly skireing its text before looking up to lock eyes with
each of us.

“Tonight, we go out and rake a look around,” she said. “See what we can learmn.”

“And what if we get caught?” €mma asked, taking her hand off her sword and crossing
her arms across ber chest.



“Wewon't,” 1 said, I ftood up tall, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “We've done fupider
uff and gotten out of it, so T know we have the skills to pull this off.”

“Iea, if this goes wrong...” Emma said, meeting my eyes.

“What could go wrong? Luca cut in, casualiy emmerging from his corner and walking over
to stand next to me. He wrapped one arm around me, and L had 10 hide my wince as his arm
pressed down too hard on-

“Laca-” Emma Sdrted, cutring off my thought.

“We've got this,” Luca scoffed, waving his hand dismissively.

“Let's vote,” Ashiynn proposed. “Hll in favor of a nighttime scowting trip?

Luca, Ashlynn and 1 all raised owr hands, Lica pulling avway from me as he did so. § rolled
my shoulders, releasing the tension I didn't vealize I'd been holding on to. €muma stared at us
disapprovingly, crossing her arms.

“Tfyou don’t want to come with us, you don’t have to,” I told her, lowering my hand.

She sighed, dropping her arms and rolling her eges.

“Tmag not want to do this, but someone's gotta watch gour backs,” she said, turning
away frova us, and pushing open the secret door hidden in the far wall of the room. She looked
back over her shoulder, meeting each of our eyes in turn. “We leave at nightfall. Be ready.”

pite 1l

Kneeling on the edge of the tower. a cold breeze playing with my long, braided hair, the night
sky wide open above me. I fidgeted with the clasp of my black clogk, Ionging to ignore the cold
and let myself be free. The urge to throw caution to the wind and soar was so tempting, but {
managed 1o resid, tightly gripping the edge of the tower for a moment 1o center mgself.

Scarning the dimly lit ftreets below, lit only by the flickering light of lanterns hung from
metal posls scattered throughout the grid of the city, [ searched for somethiing, anything that
might give a clue as to what was going on. Or where my friends were. s the world lay sprawled
Eefure me, [ made the most naive mistoke I could have: I forgot to pay close attention to my
immediate surroundings.

A hand grasped me from behind, cold teel pressing againg my throat as a male voice
whispered “Don’t move.” B -

My breath quickened as I froze, helpless 1o whomever had found me at the top of this
mostly abandoned clock tower. I closed my eyes waiting for the inevitable.

Silence filled the cold night air s I felt the mdh drdg me away from the sdge, holding the
blade to rmy throat the entire time. His grip changed, and when I next heard his voice it was from
in front of me inftead of behind.



“Who are you? he whispered in the dark. “Why are gou here alone?™

I dared to open my eyes slightly, gasping as what L saw. T $ared at him, wide-eged,
taking in his soft brovm eges and long, flaming-red hair secured in a ponytail, the wind toying
with thie vibrant strands, his faded purple tunic under a dark greg cloak, clasped with the wolf
insignia of the Warrior-King. Looking into his eges, he didn't look too much olderthan I was, yet
I knew who he was immediately.

“Prince Phillip” T whispered, unable to tear my gaze away from his shadowed eyes.
“You're alive!”

“Fes, Lam,” he said, @ cold edge seeping into his voice, faine shadows beginning 1o swirl
around in the center of his eges. “Mow who dre you™

“I-I'm no one, I swear!” T gasped, terror beginning to set in a5 I $tarted rambling. ‘Tm «
Audent at Aermont Military Academy. T wus ruised by my mother, until she died when lwasa
child.”

“Tenph.” he scoffed, backing off and removing his dagger from my throat, its hilt
ornatehy engraved in the shape of a dire wolf’s head, its jmws open as the dagger's blade emerged
from its mouth.

I took a stow breath, trying to calm myseif as I stepped back and away from him.

“Tiren tell me this-" he started, beforebeing knocked forwards into my arms by a rushof
darkness. My eyes were open, buc T could see nothing begond the darkness aurounding us.

The datkness swirled in torrents of powet, it’s jagged edges scraping against me. Despite
[eaving no physicai traces of their presence, the sharp blades of darkness cut into the,
agonizingly dragging their sharp edges across my body. I pinched ray eyes closed, a familiar
warmth beginning to rise within me. I ftruggled to push it dovm, very conscious of the prince
who food in eny arms. The form of darkness intensified, calling to the power writhin me. [ pulled
awayg, barely taking a single step when my eges snapped open, sunlight pouring out of me and
driving back the darkness in an uncontrelled burst.

The light swirled around, dancing in joy after having finally been Iet our. As it dissipated
into the night, I fell to myg hnees, shivering against the cold chat filted me in the wake of
releasing much of my stored power.

“Impressive,” d voice said from behind me. Ispun around, a man in a black cloak
Sranding in the shadows on the for side of the tower, his face hidden by the hood of his cloak.
shadows danced around him, tmtil he held ot his hand, the shadow energy swirling above his
palm before fading into nothingness. I étared at him, a sinking feeling flooding my senses ds I
&arted to put the pieces together.



Slowly, he removed his hood, revealing a pale young face with haunted greys eyes, as if
he'd seen the rise and fall of centuries. The wind toged with his messy blach hair, and even
without even having laid eyes on this man, I knew exadtly who he was.

“The Dark Lord,” T whispered, fear settling in.

‘T mean you no harm,” he said, putting his hands up ina display of peace. “I didn't realize
I'was in the presence of my n- Prince and a Sundancer”

“Stay back,” Prince Phillip said from behind me. I heard his foatfalls coming closer, and I
looked up te find hira anding behind me protectively, his dagger raised. “This girl is one of my
people, and you will not have hey "

“Did your father tell you nothing about who I am?” the Dark Lord asked, an expression
that almo#t looked like firt flashing acyoss his face.

“The fact that you attacked us without provocation says all Ineed to know,” Phillip
snaeled, faint shadows dancing on the tip of his blade.

Trose to my feet, standing beside Prince Phillip as 1 &ared defiantly at the Dark Lord.

“You don’c have to like me, but you do have to et me live,” the Darh Lord sdid, keeping his
hands raiged, “T'm-

The door to the 1op of the tower fTew open as Eshlgnn dashed into the room, out of breath
and partially covered in mud. She took one ook at the Dark Lord and froze. She looked gt hin in
away that didn't make sense to me, as she gazed Into his eyes with what almogt looked like
curious admiration.

“What...” she gasped.

“T'm here,” the Dark Lord said, looking back at Prince Phillip and I, “to pay my respedts.
But this...” he said, turning back ro shlynn and extending hls hamd to her, “is a fovely surprise.
You are Rosa’s sidter, are gou not?

“H am,” Ashliynn Stammered, taking his hand, *You really wrote those letters?”

“1did,” he said gentiy. “And I read every one gou sent back.”

“Hshlynn, what is going on here?” [ asked, @epping towards the nwo. I didn't care tharl
was walking &raight towards what might be the most powerful man in the world.

“You know each other? Prince Philip asked.

Before L could respond, the Dark Lord spoke.

“Clearly there are some secrets here that need to be unpacked,” he said, sepping away
from Ashlgnn and pacing around the three of us as he spoke, looking out over the city. “Like, say,
who knows who, and that we have both Shadowsouls and o Sundancer among our Iittle group
here. But how about this,” he paused, trning away from the city sprawled beneath the tower to
face us, “I'm it need of help getting into the meeting of the noble houses, and from my
information that’s tomorrow. From there, it's up to you whether or not we part ways.”



“What do you medn by needing our help?” Prince Phillip asked.

“Many of the lords and ladies wouldn't be the happiedt to see me, to say the least,” the
Dark Lord said nervously. “They would likely cali for meto be hilled on sight, even though by
TawI am Tegally permitted o come and pay my respedts. But that's where you come in.”

“Me?” Prince Phillip asked as the Dark Lord stared right at him.

“The lords and ladies will walk down che $ireets of the city until they reach the palace”
the Dark Lord explainied. “Then, behind them all, yoil and our two friends here will walk o the
palace, making your triumphant retum. Behind you, under gour protection, I will walk. That
way, ho one gets hurt, and better get things don’c get messy for gou three.”

I looked arownd. Prince Phillip looked skeptical, but Ashlynn looked a3 though she
erusted him. Honedtly, I didn't bnow how to feel about her, giver the revelations involving her
and the Dark Lord. But now wasn't the time to ask.

“Deal? the Dark Lord asked.

Prince Phillip looked at me. Lshrugged. He sighed.

*Deal " he said reludtarntly.

2
Looking out over the crowd, people lining cither side of the ftrects [eading up to the palace. One
by one, the lords and ladies of each isiand walked towards the palace, suxrounded by guards
from their island. I spotted Lady Meghan of Rhyne, clad in a simple yet elegant shy blue gowm,
no lord in sight around her. She was practically o legend because of her refusal to bow dovrr and
marry any of the many young men who have tried to win her hand in marriage over the years,
and how she ruled the island kingdom of Rhyne all by herself despite heryoung age. Around
Lady Meghan matched her oll female honor guard in theit silver armor, blue cloaks of varying
shades around some of cheir shoulders. Marching proudly dlongside her fellow Rhynian honor
guard members, L was able to pick out €mma among the blue-cloahed guards prove@ting their
lady.

“Iy's almo#t time,” Prince Phillip said from behind me. X turtied around to find him
ftanding at the door to the roof Lstood on, Bshlynn at his side. Sparing one 14t glance at the
procession of nobility, L turned away from the &reets and ftrode over to them,

“Is everythinyg ready™ Asklymn asked as we made our way down the stairs.

“The Dark Lord is ready to follow us once we make it to the gates,” Prince Phillip
responded. “Fromi there, we enterthe palace, and the tiring delegation: begins.”

Sooner than 1 was expedting, we were walking down the street, Ashlynn and I flanking
Prince Phillip as he walked proudly down the center of the &reetin his purple tunic, his dapger



sheathed at one hip and a cloak of wolf hide over his shonlders. I gianced over at Ashlgrn, who
ftared straight ahead, her hair tied back in @ ftandard issue military braid, wearing her full
military ymiform. I looked ahead, trying to ignore the shoched whispers of the people gathered
around us, shocked at their prince's retarm.

The gates to the palace drew nearer, the gathered lords ond ladies assembled within and
staring qt vs with unmasked surprise. When we got to the gates, the midday sun beating down
on us, cries of dlarm sevnded around us as the sky suddenly darkened. Within the few seconds it
took for us to reach the gate and turn around, the sun was back to shining down brightly.

The people backed againdt the walls of surrounding buildings, crging out in fear as g
man in a dark cloak walked down the street, his face covered by the hood of his cloak as shadows
swirled around him in an overt display of power.

“Guards,” one of the lords behind me said.

“People of Hermont!” Prince Phillip cried, his voice carrying the commanding tone his
father was knovwn for, The cries of the crowd silenced as the Dark Lord continued his slow walk
towards us. “Under the agreemen: between the Island Kingdoms and the Shadow Lands, in times
of grief there is no need for royai approval for visits. And due to our current time of grieving, I
welcome the Dark Lord into our lands to pay bis respects to my father and our king, the late
Julius Aermont.”

Hs the Dark Lord drew near, the shadows around him lessened, until there were only two
darting bolts of darkness swirling around him. He ftopped before Prince Phillip, removing his
hood ds he Iooked into the prince’s eyes.

‘T terribly sorry for your Joss,” he said. ‘T miss him already ” Turning te face the
people, the last two motes of shadow energy surrounding him winked out as he spoke to the
crowd. “This is a sad time. To you, he may have been a king, alien ard unknown. But to others he
might bave been an idol, an aspiration that was admired and looked up to. He mayy have been
Ieader, keeping order in times of chaos. But ¢o some, he was a friend. A feilow noble, a
brother-in-arms. & fther.” He paused for a moment, looking deven, Under his breati, so quietly
I could barely hear him, he spoke. “J1 brother.” Raising his voice again, addressing the people
once more, he continued his speech. “But now he’s gone, leaving a void that for some can never be
filled. But we have te find a way to move on, myself incheded. So today I stand here, sharing gour
grief, and prepared to aid in the decisions that will shape what happens next. But know this;
even though I mag not be one of your lords, even though I may not be d citizen of the Island
Kingdoms, I will heep your best interedts at heart.”

He turned away, silence filling the air. The sound of single person slowly clapping
echoed through the Streers. Slowly more and more people joined in as he and Prince Phillip
walked slowly towatds the assembled lords and ladies, Hshiynn and L trailing along behind



them. Soon, the &reets were bustling with cheering people, u Sark contradk to the cries of fear
that had filled the same Sireets only moments before.

“Let's begin, shail we?” the Dark Lord ashed, turning to Prince Phillip.

“Tf you think for one moment-" one of the lords said, his erimson garb bejeweled wich
tubsies lining the collar and fudding che buttons of his robe-like tunic, his kand on the kilt of his
jewveled sword.

“Lord Nikoli,” Prince Phillip said sharply, silencing the lord, “there will be no hostility
today. Not for this.”

1 couldn’t tell if it was for show, but for a moment it almost seemed as if Prirce Phillip's
perfect fucade broke, revealing genuine grief umderneath. But, as scon as it was there, it was
gone, ard e wds back to being the perfed prince he always was.

“He's your prince,” Lheard Lord Nikoli’s wife hiss. Ludg Tade, if | remembered right, her
short black hair falling free, her scarlet gown heramed with lace and stadded with ornate
patterns of diamoends and rubies around her plunging nechline. “You have to [iften to him.”

The other lovds and {adies ftood with their guards in an arc around s, edch in exquisite
finery of their family s colors Looking over at Lady Meghan, Llocked eges with €Emmad, who gave
me o questioning fook with hints of betrayal. Before I could say angthing, the Dark Lord spoke.

“T underftand your hostility.” he said, looking around at each noble in turn. *“Burreally,
I'tn here out of the goodness of my heart. And t¢ honor our dear friend, we shouldr’t argtie here
any longer.”

“We really should get going,” Prince Phillip agreed. “Follow me.”

He frode ahead, Ashlynn and I staying beside him as the Dark Lord trailed behind us. 1
didw's 100k back, butl could hear the footfalls of the nobility and the few chosen gua rds who
accompanied themm into the castle. I &umbled, trying to resist the urge to ftop and gawh at the
entrance hafl.

Hbove the hall, looking down onws, was a portrait of Warrior-KingJulius Hermont, his
icy biue eyes looking atsemething in the distance. He $tood proudiy, his white armor gilded
dalong the edges, the wolf head on his shoulder staring at us with eyes of pure flame, an albine
dire wolf hide cloak around his shoulders. His blonde hair was painted as if there was wind
blowing, and even from where I &ood I could see the faint hints of facial hairon his goung-bur
old fuce. :

I had no tite to marvel at the wonders around me, following Prince Phillip through the
halls of the castle, passing portraits of the iglands, well-Rnown nobles, ané of Julius and his
family, including Queen Malea and Prince Phillip. I had 1o keep moving, but for a motment it
almodt looked as if one of the portraits had a figure in the background who had been covered up.



hand into the floor, shadow energy filling the roomin a cascading wave, The air tinted grey, the
Darh Lord rose as shadows condensed into the form of a rman sitting on the edge of the bed. A5
the form grew more defined, it became the unmiStakable form of Julius Aermont, a shadowy
projection of his armor discarded on the bed beside him as he wore nothing but loose-fitting
eloth pants, revealing a muscular form that &ill held on to his yourhiel get old nature. He
turned his head shazply to face the door as a shadowy form ftumbled through the door, falling
to its knees before the king, shadows swirling around the mdistinguishable form.

“Who-" Julius said, jumping to his feet as he ftared at the form writhing on the floor,
gasping in pain as shadows swirled aronnd it.

“Help... me...” the form gasped, its voice familiar yet uhrecognizable,

The Warrior-King Stepped rowards him, concern in his shadowy eges.

“Run,” the form hissed, clutching its head. “Run!”

The Warrior-King faged exadly where he was, Imeeling down and putting a hand on the
shoutder of the form, who Iooked up at hitn with what looked like a pleading [ook. Suddenly, the
form screamed, daggers of pure darkuess bur&ting from the form. One Struck the Warrior-King in
the chest, and he feli back, lying on the ground with a dazed look in his eyjes.

The shadows ftopped swirling around the form, get it remained unrecognizable. Hs it
crawled over to the near-limp form of Tulius Zermont, what almost sounded like faint sobs
sounded from the form.

“Whe is that? Lady Meghan ashed, her breaths sh aky. "What have they done to him™

“Ihe shadows don't remember,” the Dark Tord satid, [ooking on as the form cried over the
dead king. I could hear hints of voices, as the dying king and the form conversed with each other,
burt pothing that I could underdand. “However,”

He trailed off, holding up one hand as the shadowny projedtions froze. Kneeling down, he
inspected the dying king and the wound in his chest,

“This is the work of a Shadowsoul,” he breathed, worry creasing his brow. Suddenly, he
stood up, turning to face the nobles as bolts of shadow darted from his fingertips, slicing
through the air as they darted towards us. People screamed as bolts of shadow harmlesshy ran
through them, leaving no trace of their presence. As one of the bolts drew near me, it suddenly
turned, never making contact as a familiar warmth echoed fromwithinme.

Looking around, a few of the guards in the room and one of the lords in lavender had
faint shadows swirling avound cthem. Hs the bolts of shadow began to fade, after having touched
almost all of the people present, one sank into Prince Phillip's che&.

Shadows burst from him as he gasped, swirling around him in a dark mass before fading
back inito him, leaving only a few pulsing bolts of shadow orbiting the young prince.



“GWhat have you done to him?” Lord Nikoli cried, shoving his way through the crowd
towsrds the Dark Lord,

“Look around you,” the Dark Lord said, spreading his arms wide as he geftured to the few
with shadows swirling avound them. “Hmong you are Shadowsowls. Mot only have traces of the
gift. not enough to ever use thent, but [had to be sure.” He [ocked eyes with Prince Phillip, slowly
walking closer to hir. “This power, ir's a gift, but it's also a curse. s you grow older, it grows
with gou, gaining strength dnd getting havdet to control. find in a world like this where those
few who have the gift are sinmned, banished, or murdeted for simply being who they are, no one
ledrhs contro} any more, But if you don’s, this powrer will consume gou, making gou d thredt to
averyone around you and eventually yourself as well.”

The Dark Lord &ovped, only inches away from Prince Phillip, as the other nobles and
their guards backed away from the sh adow-clad pair. The Dack Lord set one hand on Prince
Phillip's shoulder, closing his eges as the shadows ftarted to dissipate. Prince Phillip sighed in
velief, his power becoming dormant once more.

“T will erain iim,” the Dark Lord said, surning to face the assembled lords and ladies. “For
both his safety and gours. But someone wilk have to vule in his place while he ond his two guards
here are with me.”

1 glanced over atAshlynn, meeting her eyes. The Dark Lor is bringing us with him?1
thoughe, her face looking just as shocked ds mine mast hiave been.

The manyg lords and ladies began to ftate their cases as to why theg should rule, all
talking over each other in their arrempt to temporarily win the throne. It was disgusting, howr
even so soon after their king’s death, even in front of his mournmg son, all the nobles really
cared about was power. Al but Lady Meghan, who foeod silencly, watching the other nobles
argue with her arms crossed. Silently, Lmade my way over to the Dork Lord and Prince Phillip.

“Just a thought,” 1 whisperad, “but Lady Meghan is the only one here who's not pining for
power. If angone’s fit to temporarily fill in, it's her.”

The Dark Lord looked at me for a moment, before nodding. Prince Phillip merely ftared at
Lady Meghan, before nodding in agreement.

“gvergone!” Prince Phillip cried, his voice cracking. The lords and ladies continued
arguing. “Stop it! Stop arguing right now’™

Something dark took over his tone, and the lords and ladies froze where they were, €yes
wide in shock as, in unison, all of them slowly turned to face Prince Phillip. Phillip Saggered
backwards in horror, the Dark Lovd catcbing him and whispering in his ear.

“Be free,” Prince Phillip whispered, the same dark tone in his voice. *I'm sorry. ['m so, 50
sorry...” he trailed off, rueeting the verrified eges of the nobles, clearly horrified at his cwn



Before I knew i, Prince Phillip bad led us 1o the lower levels of the castle, and as he
pushed open a weathered wood door set in walls of plain grey tone, 1could feel the chill of death
radiating from the tones. Os the doot opened, a rush of echoing whispers carried on a cold
bresze burst from the room beyond, filling the air with a macabre feeling. 5till, Prince Phillip led
the way into the voom beyond.

'the room was barely lit, with only a few candles illuminating the cold Stone room. In the
center, a large, ornate cashet lag, its top open. Next to the door, a small Stone table lag covered in
flowers of varying colors. s edach lord and lady entered the room, they grabbed a flower of the
celor of their family: red carnations for Lord Nikoli and Lady Jade, lilac for a pair of lords
dressed inIgvender, yellow tulips for a lord and [ady in vibrant yellow fwhich didn’t seem all
thar appropriate to wear to a funeral, but it was thelr family's color, so whatever), green iris
flowers for a lord and lady in dark green, and blue orchids for Lady Mehgan. One by one, each
lord or lady walked up to the casket, setting their flower within as they said their last goodbyes.
During the procession, I subtty inched closer to the casket, until I could see the face of the man
lying within, Watrior-King Julius Hermont lag &I, staring up at the ceiling, his sword laging
on his che# as his lifeless hands gripped the hilt of the blade. Somehow, he looked like... a
normal man. I don’s know what I was expecing, since L had seen hir from a ditance, but he
seemed much more human than you would exped an immortal man to look.

Hs the last flower was laid, evergone turned to the Dark Lord, who Sood in silence,
watching the casket with what looked like tears in his eyes. In the silence, shadows swirled
around his fingertips, a white rose appearing in his hands. Murmurs of shock filled the room as
he slowly made his way over to the casket and added the rose to the flowers laying on the dead
king’s chest. Es he foad over the dead king, his breath caught in his throat, He whisperad his
goodbyes in an ancient, long-dead language, a single tear rol ling down one cheek. Stepping
back, mbbing the few tears away as they &arted ro fall, he turned to Prince Philfip.

The young prince stepped forwards. As he took one look at his father, whatever resiftance
ke had that allowed him to keep it together cracked, as ¢ mu ffled sob escaped his threat, tears
fireaming in trails down his face. Hs the Dark Lord fepped back to give him space, Prince Phillip
Stopped him, grabbing his arm.

“Please,” Phillip whispered, &ruggling to get the words out through the silent tears. “Do
this with me.”

The Dark Lord simiply nodded, his eyes filled with tears as he food beside Prince Phillip.
Together, each laid one haud on the king's face, gently closing his eges one final time. Hs they
stepped back, four of the gothered iords grabbed the top of the casket and slid it shut. As the
lords and ladies began to file out, Lscanned the faces of Lady Meghan's three guards, not
recognizing ang of them. flt the end of the trailing group of nobles, Ashlynn and T folowed the



Dark Lord and Prince Phillip, the Dark Lord with one arm around the gouang primce’s shoulders as
silent taars &remmed down his fuce. Once clear of the wooden door, it swung shucbehind us with
d click.

The nobles waited §or us in the main hall of the casile, several, including Lady Meghan,
showed some hints of grief, but the majority stood there Sone-faced, cold and unfeeling despite
the loss and grief they had jast wintessed.

“What now, my prince?” one of the lords in [ilac ashed, his tunic embroidered at the neck
and cuffs with elegant get sinple patcerns.

“What can we do?” Prince Phillip said hopelesslg, his voice devoid of any confldence.

“Well, how did be die? Lady Meghan asked, erossing her arms, Her shy blue gown was
mot]y plain, with small sapphires fudding the neckline, a silver shoulder gucrd on her left
shoulder, and o slit in dhe skireallowing her 1o tove freely. One look was more that enough for
you £ see that she's no one to mess with. “If there’s a muederer on the loose, we should bnow.”

“Where did it happen?” the Dark Lord asked quietly, pec somehow all the attention in the
room went to him, He looked around at the ftaring nobles, some of the guards and nobles
looking at Him with unmashted hostility. "Shadows have merory. If my information is corred,
then it hasn't been too long for me to call on that memory to reconstrudt what happened ”

“Rnd why should we crust gou? the ladg in pellow asked. It occured rome in thav
moment how few of the lords and ladies I knew by naome. Hopefully none of them would address
e,

“I want to know what happened juét as much as gou do,” he responded. meeting her gaze.
“Whoever killed him made me the onlg Living inmrortal. I owe it to Hita to find out whe killed
him.”

“Theg found him in bis chambers,” Prince Phillip murmured weaklg.

Following the nobles through the palace, we eventually made our way 1o a maossive
bedroar, the four poder bed deched out in fine silks and dire wolf hides. Across the room from
the bed, two doors were firmly shut, presuraably leading to a wardrobe full of fine clothes. On
the far side of the room were double doors with blue topaz and turquoise inlags depiding a
rushing ocean, presumably Teading to the king's private bath, and a lavge, cleariy reinforced
window looked oat aver the city on che far side of the rooin, shafts of sunlight artting through
the thin curiains and creating a pool of light on the floor.

The nobility fdyed close to the dear, no one wanting to go toe far into the room. The Dark
Lord stepped into the middle of the room, thin shadows trailing behind him. He &opped, raising
his hands, Shadows swirled in the palms of his hands, as shadows darted from all corners of the
room to him, swirling around him. The bolts of shadow enetgy revoived around him quicker ds
more and more joined the spiral of darimess around i, As the roora da rhened, he slammed his



"My Lord,” the female guard said, her voice soft and silky, bowing slightly as she
addressed the Dark Lord. “Where may we take gou and gour gathered company?™

Cut of the corner of my ege I could see her scanning each of us, and sow her double tage
when she realized she was in the presence of Prince Phillip. Then, when she [ooked at me... Her
eyes litup a little, sparks of hope in her eyes as she took me in, her eyes carching on the bits of
my wings that were poking out from under the cloak.

“We need passage through the Shadowveil and to the cadtle,” the Dark Lord told her,
Striding ahead towards the door to the carriage. “Hs soon as possible, before anyone here gets
any ideas.”

“Yes my Lord,” she said, bowing her head before turing and motioning to the male
guard. She ftrode sharply over1o the driver's seat, jumping up and grabbing the reins as the
other guard made his way over to us.

Hs the Dark Lord opened the door to the corviage, the male guard sltd up beside me,
reaching out to place one hand on my arm.

“My fair lady, surely you must be shivering too much,” he said, a faint smile on his face,
the cold breeze playing wich his pale blonde hair_“I cou-"

Alircte bolt of darkness flicked him in the face as [ pulled mway, Ieavmg him ftumbling
back and awag from me.

“Sevris, you will leave her alone,” the Dark Lord said sharply, §I:r1dmg over to him and
grabbing hira by the front of his armor. “And if T get any more reports of your behavior...”

“I-L understand. my Lord,” the gudrd (Sevris) tammered. He scrambled away as the Dark
Lord dropped him, rushing around the front of the carriage to his side of the driver's seat.

“Sorry about him,” the Dark Lord said, sTowly walking towards the door, where Prince
Fhillip food, holding the door open as Hshiynn peered out from within the cdrriage. “If he comes
close to gou again, dow't be afraid to smite him. Now come on.”

He $irode over to the door, holding it open as Prince Phillip hopped in, sitting down on
the opposite side Ashignn was perched on. I followed, hopping wordiessfy into the carriage
before the Dark Lord followed suit, closing the door behind him,

The spacious interior of the carriage was plunged into darkness, imtil moonlight flooded
the space, the Dark Lord holding what must have been the cover of a small sphere of glass
embedded in the ceiling, a smail orb of silver light pulsing from within 1 sat down next to Prince
Phillip, Ashiynn sitring on the pale grey seat across from me as the Dark Lord moved to sit on her
other side, across from Prince Phillip. Between ug, the gisle in the center of the carriage yawned,
the empty space filled with silence as the creatures aried out, before lurching forwards. T almost
fell forwards, before tarning around to ook through the window behind me, watch ing a5 the
four creatures took flight, the silhouettes of the two guards visible on either side of the window.



“M agnificent, aren’t they?” the Dark Lord asked, finally breaking the silence. Llooked
over at him, and ha smiled slightly. T must have looked lilte a child, full of wonder at seeing
things L had only dreamed to exist. Although, to him evergone must seem Like a child.
“Hippogriffs. They were hunted to extinction centuries upor centuries ago, except for a single
herd in the wastelands thot the Shadowed Lands used to be. When Lcook control of that land, I
made sure that they coutd thrive, and now they're back from the edge of extinétion.”

“What else is there”™ Ashiynn asked, wonder sparking in her eges, battling with the
exhaustion that ['was starting to see in her face. “In the Island Bingdoms, they're myths and
children's tales.”

“You'll see shortly,” the Dark Lord said. s they sat there, their hands drifted towards
each other, barely brushing, before the two of them noticed and simultanecusly pulled away.
“You all will. Things that wete thaught to be gone that Sill exist within the Shiadowveil /Ind who
knows?” He shrugged. “Maybe there arethings in the Islond Kingdoms that are thought to be
gone bure aren’t, Like gou, Smmdancer.”

“Two things,” I said. “Firé off, why do you keep calling me Sundancer? Secondly, what do
you rean, ‘thought to be gone? 1 thought. you said thar people with these 'gifts are more
common then people think ”

“Pesple fear us,” he said. “Had what they fear, they banish, Or they dedtrog. Back when
the First King was &ill alive, people had some tolerance for people like us, but even though he
had a Shadowseul s~ a Shadewsoul-" He Struggled ta get the words out, fighting against
something. “Blast that supid taboo curse!” he snarled, sighing as he gave up. ‘Tl explain fullg
once we're through the Shadourveil and 1 don't have to deal with m-—" he made an angry face,
unable to say whar he wanted once again, “the Warrior-King's taboc curse forbidding angone
from speaking of... semething. Angways, while the First King's right hand may have been
powerless Warrior-Prince Julius Aermont, his left hand was a Shadowsoul. €ven so, afier the
Firdt King was killed by someone Tll talk about later, the suppressed fear held by the people
reached its boiling point. Murders of known gified were common, and many were burned at the
fake, At the time, the Shadowveil didn’t exist, and the land beyond the Fang Mountains was
vothing but ¢ wasteland, so there was nowhere to run. The gifted population dwindled, nearing
extindion. Julius, who had becotne WarriorKing, banished me to the other side of the Fatg
Mountains, believing it wonld kili me. But it didu’t. I found ancient shadows lurking within the
wastes, and using them and my own power, covered d staall patch of the wastes, close to the
Fang Mountains, with the firét part of the Shadowveil As the veil took hold, life &arted to return
10 the [and, and I realized thatI could create a safe haven for the gifted. Butby the time the
Shadowveil was big enough, by the time Lwas able to get d message across the mountains, it
ws tdo late. There weren't anyg known Sunddncers left. But a pparentiy I was wrong. €ven



abilities. “A-as for who will rile while I learn to contro! this... Lady Meghan, gou've served the
Island Kingdoms well, and will continue vo do so as Queen-in-Reserve.”

A brief Took of surprise flashed across her face for a moment, before she replaced it with a
miask of steel determination. She nodded, uncrossing her arms.

“Thank gou, my Prince,” she said. *I will not let you down.”

“T'm counting onit,” Prince Phillip whispered.

Ignoring the looks of anger, contempt, and scorn, Prince Phillip and the Dark Lord turned
to leave, the shadowy projection of the Warrior-King's death fading into nothingness. L loohed
over at Ashlynn, her face betraying her shoch at what had just happened, before turning back to
face the exit. Wordlessly, the two of us followed the Dark Lord and Prince Phillip out of the room
and inte the unknown.

D

Night had just fallen, and as we walked through the darkening woods, Prince Phillip keeping his
head dewn and his cloak wrapped tightly around him as he walked, Ashlynn walking beside
him in her military uniform, 1 glanced back at the Dark Lord, who brought up the rear. He met
my egges as he caught up 6o me.

“Mind mwu]i.ng what we both krow you're hiding, Sundancer™ he asked.

Prince Phillip and Ashlymn stopped, tirming around with que&tioning looks on their
faces.

“Whar?” the Dark Lord asked innacently, holding his hands up in stirrender. “Dorr't you
Enowr the tories? About Sundancers and one of their abilities only the most powerful have?”

“For a moment I thought you meant something verg different,” Prince Phillip said
quietly. Ever since the incident in the palace, he'd either been ftaying quiet or talking quietly,
presumebly to avoid using whatever power he'd used on the nobles,

“Skies above, no,” the Dark Lord said quickly, his face flushing a little bit.

“Whatever it is you were asking, the answer is no,” Isaid, friding ahead

“Yowre really going to make me do this, aren’t you?” the Dark Lord sighed.

“Do wha-" I flarted to ask, just beginning to turn ond face him when a sharp, cold rzsh of
darkness trailed down the center of my back, eutting through vy wilitarg aniform. I feft the
Strings tied around my chest nederneath snap, frecing myg darke secret.

The fivings and my uniform tumbled to the ground, leaving only the #&rip of fabric
around my chest behind as my wings reflexively flared ont around me. I wrapped them around
myself hightly, crossing my arms as T turned to face the Dark Lord, the cream feathers doing very
little vo bloch the cold breeze that had begun to blow.



“What was that for?” I asked sharply.

“You're...” Ashlynn said, trailing off. 1 met her eges, a look of surprise and awe i ber eyes
as she &ood frozen, Staring at my wings. L also thought I saw hints of betragul in her eges, butl
hoped 1 was imagining it. Next to het, Prince Phillip looked at me with sarprise.

“That's what I racant,” the Dark Lord said, walking ap beside me, “This way,” he
continued, Sriding abead chrough the woods.

I shivered as the wind picked up. Llooked up nervously at the gathering clouds. Tt wasn’t
quite winter get, but it was getting close. Ashigean turned to follow the Dark Lord, but Prince
Phillip hesitated. He silently walked over to me, taking off his wolf hide clock and handingitto
me.

“Thank you,” I whispered, wrapping it around my shoulders. He nodded in response,
before followtng Ashlynn and the Durk Lond. 1 glanced behind me once at the fading lights of the
¢ity, thinking of €mma and Luca and everything I was abous te leave behind. Still, I turned
away, jogging t¢ catch up to the others.

“How did you know 1 was Rosa’s sister?” [ heard Ashlynn ask as Y caught up.

“She’s a high ranking Mooublessed,” the Dark Lord responded. “Her gift may not be ds
ftrong as some of the others, but she trains harder than any. She works at the castle a lor, and
she talks about gou. She's also the one who first introduced me to you, through those letters.”

“How is she?" she nsked.

“Thriving,” the Dark Lord responded. “She misses gou, but if she would have Sayged here,
she would have been discovered sooner or later, and who knows what they would have done to
her. Specking of powers, have gou ever been tested?”

“Oh, we're both adopted,” Hshlgnn said. “We're not adually related by blood.”

“The gift is more common than you might think,” the Dark Lord told her. “The Island
Kingdoms have a long tradition of hiding the truth, including how many Shadowsouls and
Moonblessed are really out there, Then again, most either die goung, are never discovered, or
come 10 the Shadowed Lands for one reason or anothet.”

The Dark Lord ftopped in a shadowy clearing, looking up at the dark shy as if he was
searching for something. Efter a moment, he whidtled, shadows spiraling around him. Splitting
the sky, a dark carriage carried by four dark, winged creatures descended inte the clearing.
Slowing to a ftop before us, the black carriage was pulled by four creatures with the back haif of
a darh grey horse and the front half of a dach grey bird, probably an eagle?

The two guards in black armor sitting in the driver's seat of the carriage, one male one
fermale, set dowm the reins and leapt nimbly from the carriage, the female guard ftrolling cver to
mmeet the Dark Lord as the other guard checked on each of the creatures. I gawhed atthe
creatieres, trying to figure owt what they were called.



though I'd received a letter from the Warrior-King saging that he was trying to preserve the lad
Sundancer bloodline, T'd lost all hope that there would be ang more Sundancers when we needed
them. But chen I found yow, And as for why I call gou Sundancer, you never told me Jour name,
30 what else was I supposed to call gou?™

"My name’s Ica,” Ltold him, irying to ignore the exhaustion that was setting in. Llooked
out the window set into the door closest to me, the dark glass showing nothing but ocean as the
carriage rocked in the wind, swaying to the beat of four pairs of powerful wings. 1 gawned,
trying to hide it as I curned back towards my companions. I hadn' slept since...

Since before I'dt foumd out about the Warrior-King's muvder. Sure, Pd taken a short nap
before €mama, Lica, Ashlynn and Thad gone out to find more information, but I hadw't slept
well, by ang means.

“You okay? Prince Phillip whispered quietly. The Dark Lord silently locked on from
across the carviage, Ashlynn's eyes drooping as she sat beside him,

“It's safe here,” the Dark Lord assured us all as I nodded silently. “You're more than
welcomne to sleep.”

“Thank you,” Ash lynn whispered quietly, befere curling up in the corner.

I fixed the pin holding the wolf hide cloak aroumd my shoulders so I didn’t have to hold it
closed before doing the same, closing my eyes and drifting into the sweet grasp of sleep.

i

| stoob before the fountain in the conter of towrm, an ancient mrophecy stched inde the stone in its conter, The
prophecy every young child knew,

“Centuries qone and centuriss pass,

When the King of Time has Tong since been Laid to vess,
Sparks of olt will ignite,

The varkness will be one with the light.”

Bslow the inscripsion, writien in an ancient, long-pead language, were four move bines, It was
taught in school that those four lines wara just o repeat of the first four, but no one alive could transtate, so
1o one really knew for sure. Even sp, they saiv the prophecy had been resobued centurias age, when the Dark
Lor? was banished and the Shavowsoul menace enzed. That the Yarkness of the Shavomed 1ands had become
one with the light of the Tslan? Kingboms a Jong time age.

“lea...”

1 spun arouns, but no one was there.



“Teq..”

“Who's there? 1 cricd, looking avound. The square, which hab once been full of people as 1’
remembered it being, was empty. | stood alons, looking arawnd in search of the voice.

“Toarns,.”

“Show Yourself, now?! ] eried, drawing my sword. Bu 17imy have a sword, This memory was from
before | jrined the military academy. Locking around, | realiged that Fras taller, and as1 subconsciously
flichep my trings, 1 realized that then had also been set free.

7 boom of thunder split the sky. | ooksd up, tire glowing blue syes staring Jowm at me. 1 gasped,
stamblingback as o beam of swrirling light ana shatow soruck the fountain, the texi of the prophecy
Rickering betmoen the ancient language end 1odaly's common tongue. The bottom line of the praphecy
translated completoly. 1 froge, reazing it.

“The Sun's Daughter 1mll vise to make things right.”

IR
“Teal” Prince Phillip said, panic in his voice as he shook me awake. T glanced around, ftariled,
blinking the las remnants of sleep from my eyes as the carriage shook.

“What's happening™ Ashiynn ashed sleepily as the Dark Lord gently shook her awalke,
her eges flging open as the carriage shook again.

“There arz a lot of unsavory people on the peninsula leading to the Shadowrveil,” the Dark
Lord said, friding over to the window on the far door of the carriage, stumbling as it shook
again, “Many of which don't like e or the nables of the Tsland Kingdoms. AInd if word's gotten
out that you three are with me-”

Something outside snapped, and the Dark Lord fell into the sealed door as the carridge
suddenly drepped. It leveled out, but we continued to sink downwards, falling wowards what I
hoped to be land. The Dark Lord pushed off the wall, grabbing the cover to the light as he
Sruggled to fiand in the falling carriage.

“Grab otito something, and don’t let go,” he commanded, before he slarmmed the cover
onto the glass sphere of light, plunging the carriage into darimess. T scrambled for something to
hold onto, finding a handheld in the wall with one hand and Prince Philiip’s hand with the
other. He held my hand back, lacing his fingers through mine as we fell towards what might
very well be our deaths.

Time séemed to ftretch endlessly in the darkness, until the hippogriffs screeched and the
carriage slammed into the ground, rolling to a bumpy stop. My heort pounded in ty chest, and



through our interlaced hands I could feel Prince Phillip's daing the same, Shaking, 1 et go of the
handhold.

“I5 everyone okay?” the Dark Lord whispered.

“I'm alive,” fshlynn whispered, and 1 released a breath 1 didn’t know I was holding.

“Same here,” Prince Phillip whispered.

“T'm also alive,” [ whispered,

“Thank the Fir&t King,” the Dark Lord whispered, sighing faintly in relief. “Now stay
quiet, and try not to move.,”

Lcouldn’t see anything in the darkness, and it was so terapting to summon a little light,
but at the same time I was terrified of what I'd see if I did. O what the “wnsavory people” would see...

Tootsieps echoed outside, and it didn't sound like it was our two guards. One of the
hippogriffs screeched, and Lcould hear the faing sound of gruff voices.

"Back away, or meet our bladest” the female guard thregtened.

“Hh, but what would two of the Dark Lord's own elite guards be doing out here?” a man
asked, his voice rough and gravely. “Petter get, why would they be flying the Dark Lord's
carriage, but with only darknesswithin?”

“It was a false alarm,” Sevris snapped. "We were called to pick up our Lord from the
Island Kingdoms, but in light of the Warrior-King's death he's been asked to $tay. So we came
back without angone, and were going to peacefully cross the Shadowveil. Until you shot us
down.”

“O1 “dey do be nice creatures you got ‘dere,” another man hissed.

“Yeah, whe's to say we care about your Lord and ‘is property, when we say theg're ours™
another man jeered.

“€nought” the first man snapped, his gruff voice echoing. *“We're not here for the
crediures.”

“Hw.."

“We're here,” the man sontinued, “becanse oumor has it the Dark Lozd has [eft the Island
Kingdoms. AAnd he has the prince with him.”

“That’s news io us,” the female guard says. “Tf he left, it wasn't with us.”

“See, but I think gow're lying,” the man said. “What do you sey, boys? You in?”

“Yeah!”

“Let’s hill ‘emal™

“Me's always wan'ed to spill Shadow People blood!™

“I'm telling gou, we don’t know where they are,” Sevris said one more time.

“Stay here,” the Darh Lord whispered, before quickly slipping out of the door on his side
of the carriage. He closed it behind him, once again leaving us in darkness,



Steel met fteel, the echoes clanging as the two guards were faced with who knows how
many men. As the sounds of battle filled the silent darkness within the cartiage, [ could barely
hear the sound of faint foot&eps on the top of the carriage. Screams started, and a faint thump
sounded from abows us.

“The Dark Lord!" one man screamed.

“I can’t seel”

“Where are you?”

“Keep it together! It only proves their lies!”

“T can't take this..” Ashlgnn whispered, her voice shaky. “Not knowing..”

“I have to go out there,” Prince Phillip whispered. ‘1 have to do something.”

“If you're going out there, [ am,” Lwhispered as a body hit the side of the carriage.

"Wait,” Ashlysin whisperad. “Don’t leave e

sCome with us,” 1 whispered. “You £l have gour sword. Eight with us.”

*grilin!” Sevris cried as the female guard screaned.

“Don't!” the female guard (Emilia?) cried as o man opened the door closest to Prince
Phillip, lettinng a faint frand of moonlight into the carriage as the prince lunged rowards the
man, slicing the man's throat with his dagger before the man could speak. Ashlgnn and T
sutiped to our feet as Prince Phillip Sood over the dying man, lookting out over the gavhered
men.

"Tt’s the prince!” one of them cried.

“They were [ging!” another followed up.

Prince Phillip took a step back as the men approached, kiolding up their blades as one
lifred up @ crossbow. L &tepped in front of him, drawing my sword from where it was sheathed ar
ey bip, Ashlgnn climbing around him on tite other side arid doing the same. s the men ftarted
to charge towards us, bolts of datkness shot down from above, Qopping them in cheir tracks as
the fit& rows of men fell over, either wounded or dead ds the bolts of shadow energy foumd their
marks.

“Stop where gou are,” the Dark Lord corumanded, a dark tone taking over his voice as
the men froze. “These peovle are under my proteétion. Harm them, and you will have my wrdth
upou gow.”

“Don’t liften to him!™ the gruff man shouted, ranning around the side of the carriage, a
sizable group of men following him. Fie held a swerd, and a5 Ashlynn and T cautiously epped
out of the carriage and into the cold, he nurned to ftare at us, before looking up above us. “We
will have none of your games, Dark One.”

“Games?” the Dark Lord asked threateningly. “Do you think this is a game?” The dark tone
returned to his voice. “Kill him.”



wete soft as Lburrowed under them, my wings falling how they wanted for the first timein g
long time,

“See you in the morning, Iea,” Rhya said, before closing the door.

{smiled, before closing my eyes and falling into a deep, dreamless slee p.

pize(¢
L wohe the next moming ¢o sunlight #reaming through the crack in between the curtgins, the
beams of light painting an intricate pattern on rhe floor of the room. 1 sat up, the blankets
falling away as 1 éretched, spreading my wings wide. sliding to the side of the bed, Lsat, my feet
on the floor as I mentally took in everything that had happened.

[ heard a knock on the door, before Rhya entered the room in her dark navy servant’s
uniform, d tray in one hand as a bundle of fabric hung cver her arm.

“Feeling rested?” she asked, setting down the tray on a table on the far side of the room,
two chairs next to ir. I tood up walking over to her.

“Yeah,” I replied, taking g seat.

“€atup,” she said, grabbing the bundle of fabric before starting towards the archway
next to me. “T1l start getting things ready for your bath. Have to make you presentable, dafter
all” '

Lsmiled faintly, rurning to the contents of the tray. 21 glass of water accompanied bya
plare with a flaky, crescent shaped pastvy, slices of a vibrant purple fruit, and stzips of thin,
weil-cooked meat. I picked up one of the strips, sniffing it's rich scent before taking a bite. The
flavors melted in my mouth, the smoky tang of the rich meat more flavorful than I expedted.

The flaky pastry was light and delicious, and the fruit fasted like citiusy slices of
sunshine, reminding me of the sweet warmth that filled me when I took inthe sunlight. Maybe
it wais because of my powers, or maybe I imagined it, but L almest felt a faint echo of that feeling
tir through me,

“Ir's good, isn't it?” Rhya asked, taking me by surprise. “If gou're done, then follow me.”

Lrose to my feet, following herthrough the archway. On one side ftood the door to what I
assutned 1o be a cloget, but as Rhya pushed open the door on the other side, [ made my way into
the bathroom.

Faint wisps of éteam rose from the large tub taking up most of the other side of the room,
filling the room with the faint scent of herbs. Next to the tub sat a pile of dark grey fabric, as
well as woo small vials and a pitcher.

“Hows do you usually wash gour wings? Rhya asked, closing the door behind her.



“J let them get as wet as they need to, then use my powers to dry them,” [ said as she
wallied aver by the edge of the tub.

“What are you waiting for?” Rhya asked after a brief pause.

“I'm... P hot used to bathing in front of people,” Ladmitted. I alwags had to hide my
wings, so... L always did it aione.”

“Don't feel bad,” she told me, walking over and putting one hand on vy shoulder. “ used
to be the same way. IUT all be over guickly.”

I nodded, before starting 1o undress, Rhga carefully untied the bandage covering my
wound, and [ looked down to see it was sealed, a dark, hardened scab sealing the wound. When it
came time to untie the &vip of fabric around my chest, I ftruggled for a morment, before dropping
my arms.

“Would you mind untying this for me?” Lashed sheepishly.

Rhya nodded, walking behind me and untging the tight(y knotted fabric. As it loosened, 1
pulled on it from the front, the fabric sliding out of the small gaps berween mg wings and the
rest of my body.

Stepping cautiously into the water, Lsighed ar the heat, slowly lowering myself into the
tub. Rbiga knelt down on the edge beside me, untying my brdided hair and gently running her
fingers through the tangled locks. As she carefully untangled and washed mg hair, Tlooked at
the foggy ftained glass window in the wall, its glass tinted 0 that it was impossible to see
through but riot oo dark to let in the sunlight.

“L wasn't expecting to see the sun here,”1said. Rhya paused for a moment, before
continuing her work.

“T've heard that from mo#t people who come here from the Island Kingdoms,” she said.

“From the outside, the Shadowveil looks like a cloud of pure darkness,” I contirned, “sa
dark that no light can gat through, from the sun or the meon.”

“If that were trire, then none of us Moonblessed could survive, Rhga said; rubbing the
contents of one of the vials through my hait.

“Whar do gou mean?” I asked

“411 the gifted draw powet from the world oround them,” she explained, rubbing in the
liquid. “Shadowsouls absorb energy from darkness, Moonblessed from moonlight, and
Sundancers from sunlight. The energy absorbed can be used to fuel a gifted’s powers, but it also
can keep them alive, even in the face of harsh ciraumstances, But at the same time, when a gifted
is deprived of their energy source for toe long, using up all their &ored energy, they will die”

She pulled her hands away, seemingly satisfied.

“$o if the Shadowweil didn't work the way it does, only Shadowsouls would be able to
survive here?” I asked.



“Pretty much.” she said, dumking the pitcher into the water and dumping it on my head.
“Close gour mouth, because 'm going to have to do that again”

Lobeyed, closing my eyes as she refilled the pitcher and poured it on me. I opened them as
she poured the contents of the other vial ¢nie a small towel

“Use this to wash your face,” she said as she bunded me the small rowel. Closing my eyes,
Lgently rubbed the towel over my face, the sweet scent of [avender filling my nose. I opened my
eyes, serting the towel on the edge of the tub. 1 only had moments ta close my eyes before Rhya
splashed me in the face with warer.

“Was that intentional? Lasked her, wiping away the water before it could drip into my
eyes.

“1probably should have warned you, bur that's the bed way to get the extra soap off”
she said, shrugging. “But you're clean now, so hop on out*

I rose to my feet, carefuilly gerting out of the tub as Rhya held up a large towel. T flicked
my wings, sending most of the excess water into the tub, before sending shimmerin g beams of
sunlight through my feathers, drying them off before I folded my wings in tight, allowing Rhya
¢ place the towel over my shoulders.

“Come this way,” she said, leading me back through the door and into the oppesite door
as L held the towel around me. Twas right about this room being a closet, but I was expedting a
few shelves and nothing more. Intead, the closet was a small room, shelving and racks for
hanging up clothes taking up most of one wall, three mirrors on the right uﬂowmg me to see
myself, and just how much 1 clearly needed that bath.

I had always been so used to seeing myself as some gir! wich mngled messy hair barely
restrained in g braid and with smudges of dirt on her that when Isaw myseif, I froze, faring.
This new girl had shining, clean hair, clean skin, and shimmering blue eges. Aind she was
wearing hething but a towel, as another girl dried off her hair with o combinagion of a smaller
towel and moonlight.

Bhya rarned to one of the shelves, setting Aown the towel and sortin g through g pile of
black and nawy fabric. She picked up a piece of black clothing, before turning back to me.

“You can idrop the towel” she said. “The dooris closed.”

I let the towe] slide from my shoulders, little wisps of moonlight dancing across my skin
and drying the Inst bits of water. Rhya walked around o she was in frout of me, unclasping the
top and back of the piece of clothing she held. Holding it up to my chest, she draped the upper
part arotinid ry neck, keeping one hand on the front to hold it in place as she walked around
behind me.

“Can you do me a favor and kold this up for me!” she asked. I placed my hand on the
front, holding it in place over my chet, in the same spot that Lused to keep a gtrip of fabric.



Rhya clasped the top around my nech, fingering it slightly as she adjusted it so that the
halter-ftyle neckline lag nicely around my neck.

“Ohdy, so the two strings on either side of the bottom, they need to be threaded through
the holes in gour wings,” she said. “Idon’t know where chey are, s¢ ['m goitig to need gou to
thread them through, and I'll fasten thew in the back.”

1did as she told me, threading one side through, then che other. 1 dropped my arus as she
clasped the strings together, tightening them so that the cloth refted smugly againdt my chest,
the padded fabric keeping everything secure.

“Put these on,” Rbya said, handing me a pair of navy underwear before turning backto
the clothes till on the shelf. When I turned back to her, underwear on and covering my busitiess,
she had the cloches gathered up in ker arms, “Turn around. You'll have to wait to see this until
I'mdone”

I felt like what [ imagined a young git! plaging dress-up felt like, except instead of facing
the mirror constatly and giggling about how looked, I was seriously being made presencable
for.nobles. Following Rhya’s imfiructions, the fabric soft and comfortable as she helped put
everything cn, she eventually pulled a fool from under the shelves, telling tne to sit down as she
grabbed ¢ pair of boots from another shelf.

She laced up the boots, the soft, flexible fabric fuzzy as it brushed againdt my bare feet,
the upper paris lacing up halfway to my knees as she laced them over my black leggings.
Finalig, she walked around behind me, beginning to expertly braid my hair. Lheps my wings
pinned to my back, out of her wag as she worked. When she was done, she walked over to the
shelf, grabbing che Iast plece of clothing as she told me to stand.

“You can look now,” she said.

I turned to the mirror, surprised by what Isaw.  young woman looked back at me,
standing tall in her black laced-up boots and leggings, ¢ sleeveless navy top that came up to her
throar but ended in ¢ point that barely brushed her leggings, her kair in a braid as Rhyda draped
a short, hooded black cloak around her shoulders, her wings free from restraints.

Hs Rhya pinned the cloak in place, Inoticed the design. Everything I was wearing was in
dark colors, except for the golden sun pinning my clos in place. Ttwmed to her.

" “Thank gou,” I told her, “I never iminginiéd Pd ever look like this.”

“You really are beautiful,” she said, before tirning towards the door. “New follow me.

Lotd... the Dark Lord wants te speak with gou and che others, and expldin ¢ few things.”

D3



“Yes, my; Lord,” Rhya said, bowing her head slightlg before taking me by the arm and
Ieading me into the castle.

From the outside, the castle was made purely of dark ftone, but as Rhyarushed me
through the halls, tripping over my cwn fect as she did 50, I could see that while the walls
weren't brighelp colored, they weren't dark Sone, Varying shades of grey, particularly light
grey, made up the interior walls of the cagtle.

Leading me to a door, Rhya pushed it open, revedling a Iarge bedroom beyond.
Wordlessly, she pulled me into the room, closing the door behind me. Shadows filled the room,
until she held up her other hand, moonlight filling her palm as she placed her hand on o panel
hext to the door. Moonlight flowed frova the panel and wp the wall in snaking eendrils, lighting
up orbs of moonlight in a small chandelier hanging from the ceiling. When she removed her
hand, the tendrils of light faded awag, but che lights ftayed fit,

“Come here,” she said, Ieading me over to the wooden che at the foot of the massive bad,
motioning for me to sit. When 1 did, she lifted my faintly glowing hand frormmy side, before
setting it back down and étriding over to a cabinet on the other side of the room and grabbing a
hag made from silvery cloth,

“Hfter all this time, you think he’d know how to teach basic combat healing,” she
muttered under her breath as she set down the silvery bag, opening it up and pulling out a clean
roll of cleth bandages, the white fabric pristine and clean. She nirned back to e, “Unpin the
cloah. I've got it from here”

I nodded, extinguishing the light that faintly glimmered in my palm as Lreached up with
both hands and unpinned the cloak, fetting Prince Phillip’s cloak fall onto the bed behind me.

Rhyd went to work, untying the makeshift bandages as her patm began 1o shine with
moonlight. I could feel the soft, warm but cold glow of the moonlight pulsing through the
wound, looking ahead os Rhya cleaned i, the moonlight numbing the area ju$ enough that it
didn’t hurt bue not so much that T couldn't feel angthing. Her fingers tracing over the wound as
it began to close, I Raged as &ill as possible as she finished her work. She removed her hand, ker
fingertips stained with blood as she expertly tied a fresh bandage over the wound.

Stepping back she looked up and mer my eyes,

“Thank you,” T said. “Not many people I know would do that for me.”

“Why not?” she asked, sitting down next to me as moonli ght danced on her fingertips,
cleaning the blood from her hands.

“Well... Tonly really have a few friends,” T admirted. “And one of them doesn't know how
to fix up his own wounds, let alone angone else's. And the other two... HAshiynn would try, but T
don't know about €runa, Sometimes I wonder if she'd have my back, even though she's loyal to



fault. But now that she saw me guarding the prince with no explanation... And if she knew that L
was a Sundancer...”

“If she's really your friend, she’ll ick with gou,” Rhga said. *Hnd as for me, it’s an honot
to use my gift to help gou. Just [ike iv's an honor 1o work here.”

“Fs d setvancl” Lashed.

“Things are different in the Island Kingdoms, arex't they™ she nsked, chuckling a listle.
“T've heard the ftories, about how it's dlmodt better to be in poverty than vo be aservant on most
of the islands, because then at [east you wouldn'e be treated lite dirt. Tve [ived in the Shadowed
Lands my entire [ife, and here it’s an honor to serve. To use my gifts for something. And Y mag
only be asecond civcle Moonblessed, but L&l have the power. Might as wellase i€ for
something meaningful”

“Do you just work here in the castle? Lasked, before realiziny how nosy [ was being.
“Sorty if T'm asking too many questions, bt L never redlly heard nuch about the Shadowed
Lands, and T want to know what it's lihe for you here.”

“¢’s ali good.” she said. ‘T mainly work hete, but soraecitties I'm sent out to help in other
parts of the Shadowed Lands. Very rarely, the Dark Lord rakes me with him when he goes out
among the people, leading me and the other servants to where we're nesded most.”

“Sounds [ike a good Lifegou've got,” I said. “Where I'ta from, it’s an honor to be in the
military, despite the fact that we have no one 1o fight but the rebels who live on the peninsuln,
and being gifted is scormed so much that most either hide their gifts or fiee here, either by choice
or because theg've been banished or chased from their homes.”

“Now that you say that, it really does seem like L have it good,” she responded. “BucI
shiould let you get sowe reft. You've got a big day tomorrow.”

She ftood up, closing the silverbag and returning it to where she found it. Hs sheclosed
the curtains and began to walk towards the door, she stopped.,

“T'll see gou tomerrow,” she said, tuming to fook at me. “By the door here, next to the
charging panel, there's shis knob.” As she explained, she walked over by the door, placing her
hand on the small, wheel-like thing setinto the wall next to the panel she used to light up the
roomm. “Mang gears ago, a clever goung man rigged up this knob to mechanically control the
light covers, so if you warn it to the right...” She turnad the knob, and small pieces of black metal
rotated over the orbs of moonflight illuminating the room, dimming the room into darkness.
“Turning it back to the left will uncover them. But I think you've heard enough explanations
tonight.”

She opened the door, lerting & shaft of light into the room as Lslipped off my shees and
anclipped my sword sheath, setting it on the chest before crawling into the bed. The grey covers



Prince Phillip walked up beside me, wordlessly sliding my discarded sword back into its
sheath. Iwet his eyes, noticing the small gash on his cheek.

“You okay?” I whispered. He simply nodded, his eyes frozen on ng wound.

"We should go,” Emilia cried, leading two hippogriffs over as Severis grabbed che reins of
the other two. “There might be more coming, and we need to get through the Shadowveil and get
to ahealer.” _

“Phillip, go take one of the hippogriffs over by Sevris,” the Dark Lord ordered. “Hshiyna,
€milia, one of these is gours. Icq, follow me.”

He led me over to one of the hippogriffs, keeping one arm around me as support. I
definitely must have been haliucinating earlier, because his wings were 1ow gone. The
hippogriff met mg eyes, gentle curiosity shining from within. The Dark Lord held out one hand,
helping me to get onto the hippogriff's back. 1 flared my wings out for balanee, almost falling
before I grabbed hold of the kippogriff's harness. Tuching them in close, I looked over at AshIynn
is she mounted her hippogriff, €milia cfimbing up behind ber, Behind me, I felt the Dark Lord
mount the hippogriff, wrapping one arm around me for support as he took the short reins
attached to the hippogriff's harness in his other hand.

H chill breeze blew, clowds covering the night sky. 1Iooked up, and thought 1 coufd sez
show falling. 1 shivered, the wrarmth of the Light in nyy hand only doing so much te shield me
from the cold.

“Get ready,” the Dark Lord whispered.

The hippogriff ran forwards, extending its wings. Soon, we were in the air, the firt mow
of winter falling around us as the Dark Lord fteered us towards the mountains looming inthe
diftance, each wingbeat bringing us closer to the shadowy haze above their peaks. From the air,
it wiis easy to leave behind what jfust happened, leaving the corpses behind in the lightly falling
smow as we climbed higher and higher into the air.

“Sevris, for goodness sake,” €milia said. “Fly in a &raight line, pflease.”

-“What do you think I'm frging to do?” Sevris snapped back. I Iooked over to see him
fighting for control with his hippogriff, Prince Phillip effortlessly heeping contrel next to him.

“€ven the untrained prinee is doing better than gow,” Emilia scoffed. “You just have to
trust her and Iet Skye fiy you where you want to go.”

“This thing has aname? he asked.

1 heard the Dark Lord sigh.

“T'm starting to question whyy I ever et him be in charge of angthing,” he muttered,
before whispering to me. “Hold on tight.”

He sharply pulled on the reins, the hippogriff rearing back for a mement. The Fang
Mountains sprawled below us, the Shadowveil drawing near. Out of the corner of my eyes, I



could see the others dolng the same. Ais one, the hippogriffs shot forwards, plunging through the
Shadowveil, the hazy darkness brushing along my skin in cold waves.

1 dosed my eyes, the shadows causing the light from my hand to flicker. L willed the light
to stay, to hold back the bleeding, but it was hard, Very hard. Suddenly, the chill was gone, and
the light surged back.

“Open gour eyes,” the Dark Lord whispered, the warmth of him against rae chasing away
the cold. “We're home.”

T opened my eyes, the snow &ill falling lightly as we flew slowly over the Shadowed
Lands, the Fang Mountdins cotning £6 an end as open plains sprawled before us. Trees with grey
baxk and the lights of scattered civilization dotted the plains, hills cresting the terrain in various
spots. And in the diftance, a sprawling citg lit up the horizon, a lurge castle of darlt stone clawing
at the horizon in elegant spires.

“I¢'s..” [ whispered, “it’s beautiful.”

"ot what you were expecting, was it? the Dark Lord ashed softly.

“Not at all,” Tadmitted.

The snow lightlg falling. the cool night air, searing over the Shadowed Lands, it was
almodt too beautiful to be true. [t was edasy to forget the risk of bleeding out, easy to forget
everything that had happened in the past few dags as we soared over the expanse of the
Shadowed Lands,

Soon, flying over the city, the castle drawing near, Lcould feel the light starting vo fiicker.
1 grit ry teeth, willing the Light to last just « little longer. As the hippogriffs spiralled down into
the courtyard of the castle, servants and guards Sopping vo watch our descent, T almaost sighed
in relief.

Hs the hippogriff landed, the Dark Lord leaped from its back, landing beside it and
reaching out a hand to me. I took his hand, swinging niy other leg over the hippogriff's back
before sliding to the ground. I ftumbled, falling into his arms as he caught me. The exhaustion
and blood loss must have finally been catching up to me, but Ldid thy bedt to stand up straight
and mainiain 4 frong appedrance.

“Rhgat the Dark Lord called to one of the servants as the others landed, Sevris falling off
of Skye’s back as they landed.

H young servant girl, her ouburn hair in two braids, ran up to us, Her dark nmic
embroidered with two rows of silver on each wrifl, her dark grey-green eges meeting mine.

“Fake Lea o herroom,” the Dark Lovd ordered, his voice firm but gentle. “Make sure her
wound is healed_ Tell the other servants to bring food to their charges tomorrow morning, and
have them ready for a formal meeting in the afterneon.”



The frozen men turned towards their leader and his group of men, taking steps towards
them, weapons rised. The man with a crossbow shot at him, narrewly missing. Ome of the men
behind their leader raised a crytal shard high in the wir, crushing it in a burst of light. The men
stopped, 4 dazed [ook in their eyes as they looked at each other., before tuming to stare at the
Dark Lord above us.

“Bshlynn,” I whispered, “get ready to fight your way out of this.”

The ten charged, Ashiynn and I dashing forwards to meet them halfwag. Swords
clashing, I met the men ready, effortlessly dodging his first attack before slashing him across the
gut, leaving him to fall to the ground, dying. The next man, having seen his corarade fall, wasa
lot more eautious when fighting me, measuring his firikes. €ven so, he dropped his gnard, and [
ran hin through with my sword, shoving him 1o the ground.

€milig, the female guard, made her way over to fight beside me, a d e2p wound in her arm
hastily bandaged with a scrap of cloth, Her sword was fained with blood as she took down one
of the men.

“What's the plan?" I asked her, fending off a blow fron one man as I slashed the arm of
another. ;

"Survive,” she responded, her blond hair Starting to fall free from her Iong braid.
“Somehow get over the Fang Mountaing and through the Shadowveil.”

Cutting down two raore men, I looked over at Ashlynn to see o man shove her 1o the
ground. Knoching back the man next to me, I did the ondy thing I could think to de: T thrust out
my hand, launching a bolt of searing sumfight at bim as he raised his sword. He Jooked ever ar
the last second, the bolt slamming into him and sendin g him flging, burns covering his chest.
Prince Phillip dashed over, helping her to her feet as I was forced to block an oncoming strike.

“Sundancer...”

I shoved another dying man off g blade, the few remaining men backing away from
e H few were shot dowm by bolts of shadow energy from behind me as they ran, €milia dashed
towards them, scattering thern further. Es1took a &ep towards them, g man shoved e from
behind. My wings shot out as I cought myself, my sword clattering out of my hands. Ispun
aroiird, the leader of the men Standing over mewith his sword drawn.

“Lguess [ shouldn’t be surprised to find another freak among your group,” he snarled,
raising his sword high. Treached behind me, barely grabbing the hilt of my sword emd getting it
into place to block as he swung doum at me, my arm shaking as he continued to press
dowmpards,

Using my other hand, T flashed light in kis eyes, scrambling away in the brief seconds1
had while he was blind. He advanced towards me, dattempting heavy blow after heavy blow,



pushing me back. Using both hands, 1 locked my sword with his, pushing back with all my
weight.

“You think gou're some kind of fighter, little freak?” he asked tauntingly.

He suddenly pulled away, catching me by surprise. L furbied forwards as he slashed
low. His sword burned as it sliced into my bare abdomen, and [ staggered back, mind reeling asI
laoked at his sword to see It coated in iy blood, He lashed out with his foot, inocking me to the
ground. Llay there, gasping in pain, my sword slipping from mg fingers as he approached.

“T11 enjoy ending gour pitiful {ife,” he hissed.

s he raised his swerd, I stared up at him, hard(y believing that this is where I would die.

A lash of pure darknass strack the man in the side, knacking him awag from me as d dark
form swooped between us, running the man through witha blade of shadows. Shoving the man
away, the Dark Lord tutned around, rushing to my side. I mwd have becr hallucinating, but he
hed black feathered wings on his baek, faint shadows dripping from the tips of his feathers.

“Teq, Liften to me” he said quickly, tearing a frip of dark fabric from his sleeve. I looked
down at the gash, quickly loohing away again. There was so much blood... “Ica’” he said sharply,
panicin his voice as he used one hand to hold my head $till, forcing me to meet his eges. “You
have to £op the bleeding. Don't trg 1o heal i, but if you don't stop the bleeding you are going 10
die."

“How...” Iwhispered.

“You'l] kiowr how,” he sdid softly. “You just have to try.”

Tclosed my eyes, taking a deep breath as I called the power from deep within me. Placing
one hand over the wotnd, warm blood coating my palm, I felt the light answer. I gpenad my
eges, a faint glow shining from my palm as the bleeding slowed.

The Dark Lord genely tore additional fabric from his sleeves, carefuily tying the
makeshift bandages over the wound, before placing my hand back on top. The glow il faintly
shone as I could hear foot&feps approaching.

“Leg...” Bshfynn gasped as the Dark Lord helped me to tay feet, fReading me with his arm.
“Oh miy gosh, are you alright?”

“Pw alive,” 1 said, keeping my glowing and bloody hand over the wound.

“What how, my Lord?” Sevrls asked as he walked over slowly, limping slightly. Locking
closer at him. there was g cut across his forehead and a small gash in his arm, hastily bangaged
with faded grey fabric.

“Teave the carriage,” the Dark Lord ordered. “Free the hippogriffs. We ride them over the
Fang Mountdins. Ashignn, gou're with émilia, and Ica will fly with me.”

“Yes my Lord,” €milia said, bowing her head before ranning over to the panicked
hippogriffs, steadying chemt as she cut them free.



Bhyaled me through the halls of the castle, leading me to the entrance hall. Prince Phillip stood
waiting, his wolf hide cloak having been returned to hitn as he wore it over a grey tunic, che
edges of the sleeves embroidered with black pattemns. I hadn’t even noticed the clodk was gone
antil I saw him in it

Tl eave you two o wait,* Rhya said, before sTipping nwag.

“You look shenning,” Prince Phillip said after a moment, taking a few fteps closer to me.

“Thank you, my prince,” 1said, feeling my cheeks grow warr. “You as well"

“Please,” he said. "Just call me Phifllp. T hate everyone trying to praise me just €0 auoid
displeasure, when we're all people.”

“Tean understand that,” the Dark Lord said, emerging at the top of the grand staircase in
the center of the room, Ashlynn beside him. She wore a black tunic, a navy cloak pinned at her
neck by a silver clasp, her blach leggings and grey boots fitting her petfectly. She made her way
down the stairs, the Dark Lord pausing at the top before following. His black tunic, panés, and
cloak similar to what he’d been wearing yesterday, the pin made from what looked to be
obsidian. “The people look up to you, and are conditioned to think of themselves as [esser simply
because you are descended from their immortal king. Yet gow only want to feel like one of them.”

“H-how did you knove that?” Phillip asked.

“Tfeel the same way,” the Dark Lord said as Eshlynn reached the bottom of the &airs,
Soon, he too was fanding on our level, having descended down to speak with us. “6ven after all
these centuries, it’s still the same.”

“Hizh,” Phillip responded.

“Trrast gou ail slept well,” che Dark Lord said, loohing at each of us in turn. His eges
caught on the silver araulet around Ashlynn's neck. He Iooked at it curiously. “That necklace,
how long have you had it?

“€ver since I could remerber,” Ashlynn responded. “I've never taken it off

“May I the Dark Lord ashed, reaching one hand towards the amulet.

Hshlynn nedded, and he wrapped his fingers around the amulet, fanding only inches
away {rom her as he ran his fingers over it. Shadows flickered, and he held the amulet tight for a
moment. A shattering sovnd rang from the amulet, moonlight spiralling around Ashlynn as he
dropped the amuler, the silver charm completely undamaged. Ashlgnn looked down at her
fingers tn awe, moonlight dancing dcross them.

"Someone must have wanted to hide your gifcs very badly if theg went through the
trouble to place a nullifier around yourneck,” the Dark Lord said. I suspedt you're at leagt third
circle, if not fourth”

“Circles? T ashed. “Nullifiers? Last night’s ‘taboo curss? What are gou talking about?”



“1 pwe you many explanations,” he admitted, taking a Step back as he looked over us one
by one. “And while we're on the topicof nullifiersl might as well explain. Nullifiers come in Two
radin forms. One, as gou saw here, blocks an individual’s power, preventing them from using it
but nat preventing them from drawing in the necessary energies to survive. The other you saw
[ast night, when the men who atvacked us shattered it to temporarily limit powers usable ina
swnall area, which they used to break nuy hold over them. Similarly, taboo curses prevent people
within an ared from talking abous topics decided upon when the curse is created. Taboo curses
mudt be bound to an objet, and when that objed is desiroyed, the curse ends. Thankfully, the
taboo curse on the Island Kingdoms doesw't extend here, 50 Lcan explain evergthing. Now follow
me.”

He turned to the stairs as he led us up them, a portrait hanging at the top. It depicted the
Dark Lord, weazing all black with a sword held in front of hls chedt, his eges ddosed as he looked
down towards the blade in his pale hands.

“1 few thousand gears age, the First King, sometitnes known as the King of Time, ruled
the world,” the Dark Lord explained as he led us through an archwmy and into a large hall. On
the far side of the room, a fire burned within a large, ornate fireplace, a portrait of the Dark Lord
as 4 young man harging above it. However, his eges werea pale blue-green instead of grey, and
he wore a pair of glasses, the frame thin and covering only the tops of the lenses. Also, it looked
Like he hud shadowy wings on his back, but that could have just been the artidt's interpretation.
Hs he walkied across the room, the Dark Lord motioned towards several nawy chairs grouped ina
circle by the fire, motioning to the padded chairs for us o sit. I sat next to Phillip, Ashlgnn
sitiing on my other side. The Dark Lord remained Sanding, pacing a3 he continued his tale, “He
created the world as we know it, although how he did it he never said. It probably had
something to do with his powers as a Shadowdancer, or Sunsoul, depending on how you loak at
it, using his powers of both the light and the dark to create. But that's just a theory. Angunys, he
evenaially grew bored of being the only sentient, lumanoid being im the world, and ke had a
son. & Shadowsoul, he gave his son a name, making him che firét human-like being to be given a
name. His son, Iakiis, joined hitm at his sids, exploring the new world as the islands were created.
One day, a few decades Tater, the First King had another son. And while both the Fird King aud
Takiss thought he'd inherit the power of sunlight, the second child was horn powetless, €ither
way, both Ioved Tulius as a brother or son, and the trio would go on to have many happy
memories together. And then humanity cime along.

“The hurmans, theg looked up to the First King as their leader, giving him his title. And
while some were gifted, mot were not. They saw the power of the Firdt King and his elder son,
and at firét they feared it. But then, the Firdt Kingused it to create, and their fear ftarted to
dissipate. The brothers, they had the tie of their lives as youths, but [akiis could never compete



with his brother's popularity. The people loved Julius, loving his outgoing nature and his
Arength, and his so-called *humanity,’ despite the fact that as a son of the Fir& King he was
immortal. And lakiis... he learned to spend most of his time on his own, reading books or
studying his power. People feared him, despite the fack that he had only ever used his power to
protedt them. Stll, he did find some companions, and his brother was close with him. The First
King was too busy governing the people and shepherding their evolution to payj too much
aitention to his sons, 50 they could do pretty much whateverthey wanted, so long as they made
it bome for family time. But even during chat time, ke would either focus on Juliue’ exploits or
seerr distant, only fueling lakils’ feelings of isolation. Until it all reached its beiling point. Julius
came home with a trail of followers, declaring that he, the Warrior-Prince, would protect the
people from ang darkness.

‘lakiis couldn’t tafte it. He knew he didn’t belong, and as he was growing more povrerful,
what had once seemed like a gift was threatening to consume him. So, spreading his wings, he
flew as close to the new moon as he could, absorbing more and more darkness as ke went, and he
let go. The shadows began to tear hin apare as he fell, but they weren’t hilling him fast enough,
AAs he erashed into the ground, badly wounded and dying, his brother showed up. Until then,
Julius had never redlized what he’d been doing to his brother, and as Takiis was about to slip
away, Julius carvied him to their futher, saving his older brother's life. Hfter that, Julius would
bring Iakiis out into the human world, and the Firdt King taught him how to control his powers.

“Things were happy for a few centuries, until three Sundancers, hoping 1o take the power
of the First King for themselves, snuck into the palace and killed the Fir® King. Tnkiis and Julius
both rushed to reach their father as soon as there were signs, but by the time [akiis got there, his
father was already mortally wounded. Tn a rage, he Jashed out, killin g two of the Sundancers
and pinning down the third, about te end him when Julius dashed in. Pulling his brother away,
Tulius quedtioned the Sundancer, before ending the man himself. &s people rushed into the room,
seeing Julius kill the last of the Firdt King's hillers, the two brothers both rushed to their father’s
side. In atongue that had already been forgotten, he said his la& words to his sons, starting with
the words of the prophecy. But, contrary to popular belief, that wasn't his last last words. He
sdtid to therm both that it was about tirme he gave them surnames, deciding upon Hermont for
fulivs and Brimont from Iakiis. He then turned to his elder son, abous to sag something, before
turming to Julius. He told kiim that the peopie wanted him, and that it was time forkimto
become Warrior-King, before taking his last breath.

“The First King died in their arms, the people rushing around them. But what they didn't
see was the look shared between the two brothers, the hardened look on the face of the
Warrior-King and the look of grief and betrayal on the face of the Dark Prince. When the news
gotout that the First King was dead and Julivs was howWairior-King Julius Hermont, chaos



erupted. Despite Julius’ attemprs to keep control, it was impossible for him to be on all six
islands and the peninsula at the same time. The people knew it was three Sundancers who killed
the Firét King, and they turned on all gifted, regardless of what their gift adually was, The only
onte who seemed safe woas Iakiis, but thai mighe have been because of his position as the brother
of the Warrior-King. But evenmually, even he wouldn't be safe.

“When Julius was deciding on whe te lead each of the islands as his nobility, he was
comsidering giving his brother [ordship over an island. But that was before the attach. People
Sormed the castle, holding torches high and calling for the death of Iakiis Brimont. They Enew
that he'd saved a young Sundancet boy and his Shadewsou] boyfriend from burning at the stake
a few days prior, and they'd always known that he himself was a powerful Shadowsoul. ds
rumors hiad begun to cicculare that he'd been the one to attually kill the Fir$t King, and that the
Sundancars were an elaborate ruse to cover up what he'd done, using Jutius becoming king
indtead of Takiis as fuel for their fear-driven fire. But as the protests went on, Julius believed he
had no other options. So, e grabbed his brothet by the throat and dragged him to the castle
walls, throwing him down against the edge of the wall. He shouted to the people, asking if his
death was whac they wanted, drawing his sword as he betraged the promise he'd made to his
brother all those centuries age, claiming that he'd always have his brother’s back.

“Berrayed, Iakiis fought back, asking the peopleif this was what they wanted from their
king, someone who betrayed their own family so easily. But in the end, Julius was Stronget,
disarming his brotherand holding his sword to his throat. The people cheered, calling for the
demth of the Dark Prince. But pust as lakiis was about to unleash his powers, Julivs dropped his
sword. He claimed that by shawing mercy, he was the better son of the First King, and that he
was what the people wanted. He banished his brother to die, and erased him from hitory with a
taboo catse, spending a lot of time and money just o erase his own brother's name and history
from the Lsland Kingdoms, braimwashing them into thinking he was the only son of the First
King and their rightful ruler. He abandoned Lakits, whe would go on co become the most
powerful Shadowsoul, no, the most powerful gifted in all of history. But even with all that
powrer, he could do nothing as Julius sat on the throne, could do nothing to change the situations
that had caused the people to turn on him and cat him out of his homeland, forbidden to return.
And the people? They moved on with their lives. They knew of him, but they had no idea of the
man they'd forgotten.”

“What does this bave to do wirth us?" [ asked.

“I've been called many things over the centuries,” the Dark Lord said, [ifting them off os
he paced around us. “The Dark Lord. Dark One. Worthlass. The Lord of Nowhere. The King Who's
Not a King. & jerk.” He puused, Staring into the fire. “ brother.” Tuming backtous, he
continued. “But L haver't been called my real ndme (i a long time.”



I started to susped I knew where this was going.

“Then what is gour name? Phillip asked.

“My name,” the Dark Lord said slowly, “is Iakiis Brimont.”

Silence filled the room. Ashlynn and I fared at him in disbefief, Phillip shook his head,
his red hair tied in abun at the back of his head,

“But... my father would have told me if he had a brother,” he protested. “He would have
told me abour ail of that, Wouldn't het”

"When Julius created the taboo curse, he prevented all mention of me or mg relationship
to him,” the Dark L- Iakiis said, resting his forearms on the back of an empty chair geross the
circle from us. “It seems he included himself in the curse’s effeds.”

“How...” Ashlynn whispered weakly as Phillip stared at his uncle in disbelief.

“Lhnow this isa lot o take in,” Iakiis said, locking at each of us one by one, “but T
proeaize that I am telling the truth. The taboo curse doesn’t extend here, so long ago I decided to
tell the people who Iam, and if you ask them they will prove that I am not Iying.”

“How are there no portraits of you and Julius together in the Islgnd Kingdoms? 1 asked.
“Did che taboo curse destroy them, or were there none to begin with?”

“Some were destroged,” Takiis explained, “but not by the curse itself. Mot were sent here,
and ['kept them in the castie. He also sent the original fone with the propheay from the Island
Kingdoms here when he had the firét half translated, but that 1 got rid of, since I already have
it.”

He pointed over to the space above the archway we'd entered through, where the
prophecy had been carved into the stone. It was written purely in one of the ancient tongues, and
while the bottom half [ooked like what I remembered, something seemed off.

“Don't the first and second halves match?” Bshlynn asked. “Becavse they don't look the
same here.”

“They’re not the same,” Inkiis said. “Do they really tell you that in the Island Kingdoms?

Before anyone else conld speak, a woman in black leather clothes covered in weapons
and a black cloah over her shoulders dashed into the room, her hair in a braid, multiple firands
wmost all the way or corapletely free from the braid.

“Lord lakiis,” she panted, another womean in simifar garb but with blonde hair instead of
brown and a large axe &rapped over her buck. “We have a situation.”

“On my way,” he said, dashing over to the doorway, pausing and turning back to us. Tl
be back, Rosa’s on the second floor, in the training room. If yout ask one of the servanis, they'Il be
able to show you where it is. So sorry about this.”

Then he waz gone.



Hshignnr £ood up, walking towards the door. I ftood up, slowly taking a step towards the
exit. T hesitated, turning back to Phillip, who sat lost in thought.

“You airight™ Lasked.

“Go,” he said. “T'Il come in o licele bit.”

1 nodded, turming and following shlyun as she disappeared through the archway.
Jogging to catch up, I found her deep in conversation with a female servant, her sleeves
embroidered with a single row of black thread, barely visible on her navy turic. I caughe up to
her as she started briskly walking away.

“Bshlynn,” I said as1 canght up to her. “Do you know where gou're going?”

T do now.” she said, coniinuing to plow ahedad.

1 followed her quietly, stopping when she tirned to alarge double door, the wood carved
with the moon, the sun, and @ swirl of darkness in d Lridngle, u pair of crossed swords in the
middle of the triangle. She pnshed the doors open wide, exposing the room begond.

The room was massive, o shylight set in the ceiling letting in light, the sides of the
massive room lined with equipment as people trainad with straw dummies, ropes hanging from
the ceiling, or each other. I didn't know where to look. Al goung woman, her biack hairin mang
smmal! braids that she'd pulled back into a pongtall swinging behind her ds she spun aronrid,
whips of meenlight slashing out around her and knocking back the training dummies, paused
as she noticed us, her dark brown eges lighting up when she saw Hshignn, She ran over, her dark
skin shining in the Light of the moon{ight dancing around her, her navy tunic embroidered with
three rows of silver.

“Rosal” Ashlygnn cried, running towards the woman, whe embraced Ashlynn,

“Hshy she cried, whirling her adopted sifter around before setting her bucit down.
“You're really here!*

“T am,” Ashlgnn sdid, taking a step back as she took everything in. “Are gou happy here?”

“Yas, but I miss you,” Rosa said, one hand on Ashignn’s shoulder. She looked over and
noticed me, taking o fep towards me as she turned to face me, “And who would gou be?”

“T'm Tea,” I toldl her, extending one hand for her to shake. “I met Ashlymn ot the Hermont
Militarg Academy in ehie Island Kingdoms.”

She shook my hand heartily, and I could already sense that she was a high enargy
person.

“I'm Rosa,” she said. “T'm kind of a big deal here, even though I'm onlg d Half Moon
Moonblezsed ” She must have seen my confused look, because she held out one arm, pointing to
each ring of silver thread as she said “New Moon, Crescent Moon, Half Moon? A measure of
power? She waved one hand. "Anyways, neither of you have told me why gou're here.”



“It's @ long Story,” Ashlynn said. “The short version is, we were looking for informarion,
met Lord Iakiis on 4 rooftep, also met Prince Phillip on said roofiop, got dragged into the
nobility meurning the Warrior-King, found out Phillip’s a Shadowsoul, came here, found out
led’s d Sundancer along the wag, which, apparently she's always known, got ambushed, rode
hippogriffs through the Shadourveil, got to the castle ot night, went to sleep, woke up, met with
Iakiis as he explained who he is, and he ended the nuilifier enchantment on my necklace, so
apparently I'm, well. "

She held up one hand, moonlight swirling in her palm.

“Okay,” Rosa said. “H few things. Firdt off, Julius Aermont is deed? Also, the prince is
Shadowsoul and this girl’s a Sundancer? She pointed one thumb at me, and I crossed my arms,
spreading my wings slightly. She took one ook at them, her jaw dropping. “Holyy... You really
weren't hidding about the whole Sundancer thing. Amyways, yow're a Moonblessed?

“Yes,” Ashlymn said slowly. “TLooks likel am.”

“Well, then we'd better get ftarted!” Rosa said cheerfully, hooking one arm through
Hshlynn’s. *T have ne idea what the protocol is for Sundancers, since I've never met one, you can
tag along if you want. But the first thing foryou, Ashignn, is the test of powet! Come on'”

P)ie1d
1 closed the door of vy room behind me, sighing. The training room had been... interesting, ¢o
say the [east. Ashlgnn turned out to be a fourth circle Moonblessed, making her the second-mog
powerful ranking in the Moonblessed hierarchy and a Gibbons Moen, according to Rose. As for
me, I'd kinda just watched it all unfold, not sure what to do. There was no &andard for
Sundancers, and if there ever was it had been lost to time.
Walking over to the table, I found a note, picking itup asIread it.

fea

L don’t know when Tll be back, since this has turned out to be more serious than [ thought. Those
men on the penmwfa, rﬁeg want reﬂenge _far their leader’s a’eatﬁ, and are tﬁmtaﬂng to scale the
Fang Mountains [ have to deal with this, and it may take a while



In the meantime, you and the athers should start your training Tm sending word to them, and
everyone Will be assigned a trainer. You, haweder, might Very well be the only irling Sundancer. So, in
order to cover the basies shared by all the gifts, Toe assigned you both a fifth dircle Moonblessed and
a Shadowsoul menzor When [ get back, [ look forward to helping you discover your unigie powers

{intif 1 gt ﬁacﬁ,
Iakiis Brimont

I set down the note, turning to face the door as Rhya walked in, a bundle of fabric in her
arms. I nodded to her s she walked past, thinking back to that night and the men who had
attacked us. I barely knew him, but for some reason, Iwished for Lakiis to be safe. Shaking off
the feeling, I tumied my mind to the training ahead, as well as the bubbling excivement I felt at
the prospedt of rediscovering the loft Sundancer powers.

That night, I went to bed with a smile onmy face, ready to take on the chalienge.

>u(

Two weeks had passed, and as 1 was making myg way to the training room, a young servant boy
Stopped tne, out of breath and holding a Tetter, which he extended tome.

“Lord Iakiis..” he panted, “is back... and... would like to... speak with... gou.”

“Thank gou,” I told him, taling the letter and opening it.

Eglm 134, at jpour earliest comvenience

By now 1 knew my way around the castle enough that it didn’t take me Tong to find the
room he spoke of, its doors carved with his eclipsed moon symbol. T raised one fisk to bnock,
before hesitating. He did say “at your earliest convenience.” 1 pushed the door open, Siriding
through the doorway.

T ord Takiis, " I said, freazing when I saw him, the door slamming shut behind me.

He turned to face me, completely shirtless. I blushed, trying not to Sare, butt
instinctively took evergthing in anywags. He didr't have the defined muscles of his brother, and
he may have been kinda... scrawny, for [uch of any other way to descr be him, but he i1l had a
quiet sirength to him. And 4 large scar running down the center of his chest. He smirked.



“1should have knocked, shouldr't 17 T asked sheepishly.

“Well, probably,” he said, taking a fep closer and Teaning againg one wall. “But then
agdin, 1 did say ‘at gour earliest convenience.’ And i probably deserved it, since I've walked in on
my brother doing much worse”

“Do Lwant to know what gou mean by that?™ I asked, raising one egebrow and crossing
my arnas,

“Probably not,” he admitted. “There was one time, during that tirme when he had a thing
for this one female dire wolf... the fimniest part was when she almos took his head off"

“You rwo must have been close.” Tsaid, raking a Step farther into the room.

“We used to be,” Takiis said softly, his face falling as he turned away, walking to the edge
of his bed and sieting down on the black covers, keeping his head down. I cautio uzlg took a ftep
towards him. “Back when we were young and reckless. Back when he [ooked up to me becauseX
was his older brother, and 1o him I was the coolest person ir ¢he world. Then, when we got older,
and began to impress bumanity, he was still by my side.”

I'sat down beside him. He looked up, meeting my eyes with his dark, swirlin g grey eyes.
He wordlessly held out one hand towards the empty space in front of us, shadows spiralling out
from his fingertips. Swirling around the floor, the shadows took the form of two figures, both
young men. One wore glasses, dark wings of shadow sprouting from his bare back. The other,
wedring a cloak of wolf hide over his bare shoulders, raised his sword high.

“Ishall vanquish the beadt terrorizing you, and bring back its hide as proof® the shadow
cried as more shadowny figures appeared around them, cheering faintly.

“Together, we will rid you of this threat,” the other said, flapping his wings to rise into
the air as he conjured a blade of shadow, “and will return with tales of glory to share with gou
allr”

The crowd cheered, before Lakils held out a hand, freezing the projeion.

“That’s pou, isn't it?” T ashed. “You and Julius.”

“Itis, “ he said. “That night, we slew the albino dire wolf that had been preging upon the
people of what is now Aermont, and Julius turned its hide into his famous cloak. And then would
go on to dace the wolf's daughter, among many, many other people”

“Julius has been one of the moft loyal nobles in the pask few centuries,” I protested.

“That's really what people think? lakiis ashed, clearly surprised. “Back when we were
yaunger, he was quite the plager. L also had a fling or two, but many families today have traces
of Hermont blood in their veins from ancestors who were carelass with him.”

“thac’s... hard to wrap my head around,” I said. “The Julivs 1 knew of was loyal to his
queen, and grieved her immenselg when she disappeared.”



“My brother really liked to cover up history,” Lakiis said. “Fo rticularly anygthing before
the First Ring's death that doesn't paine the image he wents todag. Or, at [east the image he
wanted, now that he's gone. But, aside from his ‘days of many affairs,’ asTused 10 call it, he also
had another unfavorable time. We both did.”

“What do you mean?” ¥ ashed as he held out his hand to the projection, the shadows
rearranging. Twao people stood facing each other, one with a wolf hide cape and intricate armor
and the other looking the same as the [as projedion, his wings folded behind him.

“T don't see a problem-" the winged projection (lakiis) said.

“1 can do what I want, and jus because gou're older doesv't mean L have co listen to you!”
the other projedtion (Julius) snapped. “The people don’¢ care what E do, so T'm going to dowhatl
want.”

He started to walk awady.

“Tusk because the people love you doesn’t mean your're the only son of the First King,” the
projection of Inkiis snapped, his veice filled with acid.

The projeétion of Julius paused looking over his shoulder.

“No, but it does mean that I don't have to use our father as an excuse for everything,” the
projedtion of Julius said, before leaving, his form dissipating when he got to the edge of the
shadows.

The projection of Lakiis took a step towards where his brother had just left, che sound of a
door slamming shut echoing from the projection. Clenching his fists, the projediion turned away,
ftalking to the far comer of the shadows.

kakiis held out his hand, the shadows fading away as he pulled kis hand back closer to
himself.

“] used to think that jug because I was the son of the First King, 1 could do anything I
wented ” he said. “We both did. But eventually, I learned. If he ever did, I'lI never know,
especially since he was such a good liar”

Tlaoked up, noticing a small portrait of a woraan, the £ump of @ white candle sitting oh
the table next to it. She had d loving look on her face, her brovn eyes bright, ber short dirty
blonde hair freming her soft face. She wore an amuletwich @ pair of scales made from silver
hanging from the navy cord, her antber dress completely wrinkle free.

“Who was she?” Lasked.

“Helenus,” he said, looking up at the portrait. “She was my wife. The people called her ‘the
Tudge,' but not because she was &riét. It was because she was always fair, and when people cameg
to her with their problems, she found a sofution that was faverable to everyone.”

“You said ‘wus,™ [ said slowly.

“She died,” Iakiis whispered. “Over three centuries ago.”



“T'm so soryy,” I vold him, “I-I had no idea”

“Tt was long before you were bom,” he said, looking over at me. “With ne bloodlines
descended from me anywhere, and ne ties between me and the Island Kingdoms argmore, T
doubt anyone ever knew. But Julius did. Want to know what his reaction was? He setit me a
single black rose. No note, no visit, nothing bur a rose. Thar's when I really knew how much the
woerld had forgotten about me "

I loohed at where the proje¢tion once was. I had tried training in proje@ing past events
with the Shadowsouls, but it seemed like sunlight didn't hold on to wemories the way shadows
did. 5till, Lheld out ry hand, sunlight taking the form of rwo people as they danced goross the
small space. Their features weren't defined, and when I tried to make the image clearer, the
projeftion faded away.

“Suniight doesn’t like holding on to memaries, does it?” Isighed.

Lakiis stood up, walking away as I tried again. Still, the projections refused to show the
moment [ remembered from when a visiting Moonblessed showed us the firét dance between
Lakiis and what must have been Helenus. When he carme back, he had put on a loose blach tunic,
two slits in the back yawning open. Shadows swirled around hiit, as two wings of pure darkness
formed on bis back, shadows dripping off them as they solidified into black feathered wWings.

L stood up as he turned toface me, a faint smile forming on his face.

“Ihe reason Icalled you here was to teain,” he said. “The sun's shining, What do you say?”

I'smiled, unclipping the small cloak I was wedring over my nawy tunic, the sleeves now
embroidered with gold at the wridts. He led me to a pair of doors on the other side of his room,
pushing them open, revealing a small balcony begand, the sunlight pou ring through the
doorway. Stepping out into the light, it's tendrils calling to me, he ftepped out beside me, closing
the doors before spreading his wings and leaping into the air. I smiled sTi ghtly, spreading my
wings and following him into che shy.

I

Swords meeting, Rosa and I sparred in the training room, moonlight flashing in my eyes ds she
ducked away, slashing at my legs as 1 Teaped, flapping my wings to help me get out of the way. I
rolled out of the way as she swing again, popping up behind her and knocking her to the
ground, holding my sword to ker throat as she whipped around to face me, on her back us I ftood
over her.

“Youwin,” she said, dropping her sword with a faint smile on her face. I backed off,
holding out one hand and helping her to her feet.



Pl
Sitting on the balcony outside the library, reading a very old book on Sundancer theory Lakiis
had found buried somewhere in the cadtle, full of cranslations for the notes that had been
inserted in ancient tongues.

Hearing hints of conversation below, I carefully closed the book, fanding up and
walking over to the railing. Below, walking hand in hand, deep in conversatior, was Tahiis and
Hshlynn, four rows of intricate silver embroidery on the navy sleeves of her tunic.

Smiling fightly, T shook my head and went back 1o work.

>

Wandering the halls of the castle, I came across o large piece of parchiment on one wall. At the

top was a drawing of a man's silhouette, his arms outstretched and his eyes aglow, the label “the

First King® written below in Iakiis’ unmistakable handwriting.
Running my fingers lightly along the parchmnent, foliowing the line to the right that lead

to a circle, drawings of shadows surrounding an orb that had the words “Jakiis Briront” written
within, another line leading from that circle to another circle that read *Helens Jordu Brimant,”

the words “rest in solace” written below her name.
Looking at the other side, and the spiderweb of lines and names surrounding d circle
labeled “Jedias Aermont.” There were many dotted lines leading from his name to the names of

many others, and I chuckled a bit when I read the note Iakiis had written next to the manyg
names.

There are probably lot of names missing here couldn’t be bothered 1o count or remember them all

A single solid line was connected to Julius’ naine, leading to a circle labelad “Maleu
Nalasen Hermont.” From the line conneiting their names was another ling, leading to a circle

that was just a bit lower than the rest, labeled “Philllp Asrmont.” 1 was about to turm away from
the wall of names when I noticed a blutred fine leading from Julius' name to a circle that had

“Cyrah {umos” wrivten within. Froxn the blurred line, a solid line led to a bubble, but instead of a

name the bubble had “7~ written within.



Iwas curious, but at the same time it was getting late and Y had a Iot of training the next
day, so I turned away from the wall, walking back towards my room.

el
Ducking through the vings of shadow, I spiralled through the air. Summoning a sword of light in

my hand, Irolled as 1 hit the ground, my blade of Iight meeting o sward of shadow as Iahkiis and I
sparred, Izaping back into the air when he slashed low.

izeld

Theory book in front of rae, Ashlynn at the other end of the table as she drew in moonlight from
_ the skylight above us, spinning it into a growing orh as she read the book in front of her.
Watcking, I took note of how she moved her hand, ¢rying to apply what little remains of
Sundancer theory I had to what she was doing.

DT
Narrowly avoiding his blade, both of us in the dir, the winter winds ruffled my feathers as I
pushed off him, sending the Iord of the Shadowed Lands tumbling down towards the ground as I

taunched myself upwards, trails of sunlight shimmering in my wake gs I propelled myself
further up into the sky.

Preid

Looking through the translated pages of the weathered book, I braced myself, taking a deep
breath asT erossed my arms in front of mg chest, sunlight gathering in the palins of g hands
and dancing across my fingertips. Concentrating as the sunlight began to dance around me, 1
thrust my arms apart and to my sides, the light tearing through me. I gasped, my vision going
white as the heat of the sun burned in my veins.

Painful as Iwas, L held on, willing the sunlight into submission as I collapsed to my
knees, my dark room suddenly aglow with sunlight.

DR
ils the fight went on, the sun sinking further and farther umtil it was almost gone, L knoched him
to the ground, raising my left hand as sunlight &arred to gather in an orb above my palm,



spinning faster and glowing brighter the more Ladded to it. When he &arted to rise, 1 launched
the orb at him, nailing him in the chest as it exploded in a glorious burst, sending him flying.

He lay on his back, groaning slightly as his shadow sword dissipated. I landed nearby,
slowly walking over towards him, unsure if this was a trick. He sat up, gingerly pressing one
hand to his ched.

“] have no idea where gou learned that,” he sdid, “but that was cool. €ven though it hurt.”

“So I win? [asked.

“Urho am L kidding,” he said, chuckiing slightly. “You win, Lca.”

»y&E¢

Pacing, waiting for Rhya to arrive, I waited in my room. It had been four weeks since Iakiis had
returned from dealing with the sitiation at the Fang Mountains, and tonight was the
Midwinter Dance. I didn't really know what it was, butI'd heard rumors. Supposedly, it wasa
party that lasted from sunset uniil sunrise, and considering that it was on the longe& night of
the gear, it was a long party. I'd heard tales of the dancing, of the displays of gifted power, of the
drinks and the food, and of the toasts and wishes for the coming year.

The door to my room opened, Ehya and another goung female servant coming through
with fabric and twa small bags in their arms. T turtied toveards them, net needing to be tald to go
to the bathroom, where d third servant was finishing heating the water in my tub, four rings of
silver embroidery on the sleeves of her uniform. She nodded o Rhya beforeleaving.

While ] enjoged the bath, Rhya and her friend Lauren tenderly washing and preparing
me for the night s fedtivities, everything passed in a blur. Soon, 1was in the closet, the two
working together to get e into the midnight blue outfit, sitting down as they did my hair.

Lauren opened a silver bag she had with her, pulling out an assortiment of powders and
creams, setting them onl one of the shelves. Rhya picked up one of the powders and grabbed a
brush from the silver bag.

“Close your eges,” she said.

1 could feel the brush lightly tickling my eyelids. I sat there, thinking about what T wits
about to experience as Rhya and Lauren did their work. Thad never beento a party, so1 had no
clue what to expedt.

“You can open your eges now,” Rhya said softly, before Iwas expedting it. She motioned
for ee 1o look at myself in the mirrors, and my jaw dropped open at what T sour.

Staring back at me, her hair in & crown of intricate braids around her head, LittLe white
flowers woven in as the rest fell free in long waves, was a beautiful young woman, her eges



delicately lined in Black pigment, brown flecked with gold highlighting her egelids, and her
eyelashes seemed darker than normal. Smudges of goid powder shimmered under her eges, and
her lips were soft and pink. Her wings were free, her midnight top loosely laced up at the deep
neckline, her shoulders bare as the sleeves continued below them. Her leggings hod a shirt seson
in, the fabric starting at one hip, lengthening as it want arcund until it reached jusét below the
back of her right knee, before swooping back up and ending in the center of her waistline, Gold
embroidery on the edges of the slecves in the pattern of tendrils of sunlight filled out the [ook. I
turned to Rhya and Lavren.

“Thank gou,” T whispered, trying not to cry. A few months ago, and I never thoughtT'd
ever be this beautiful.

yEk¢
H large hall in the castle had been converted into the party spdce, the combined worl of
Moonblessed and Shadewsouls turning the ceiling into the night sky, little fars winking in the
midnight darkness. L stared, all the guests dressed up in noble finery. Someone came up behind
me, and 1 spun around to find Phillip fanding there in a dark grey suit, a small half-cape of
blach voolf hide hanging from his shoulders, the edges of his sleeves embroidered with black. His
hair had been pulled back into a bun ou his hegd, a black pearl band holding it in place.

“Co is thiswhat parties are like?” I asked him, Iooking around in awe, “People dressed up,
lots of talking, and food and drinks?*

“Pretty much,” he said, shrugging. “Rlthough in the Island Kingdoms we don’t have
that.” He pointed to the ceiling, before gefuring to a pair of dancers in the center, both women
using tendrils of moonlight to enhance their moves as they danced

“Phillip! Icat”

I'urned around to see Ashlynn running over in a black dress, somehow not tripping in
her low heels. Td gotten lucky, in the sense that I only had to wear short but fancy Iace-up boots
made out of black fabric, laced with gold and with « very low heel. Her dress was ftunning, with
an asymmetrical skirt und silver embroidery along the neckline and the edges of her sleeves. Her
hairwds woven in a single, intricate braid, ftrands of silverwoven throughout. Silver dust
highlighted ber cheeltbones, and her eyes were highlighted in much the same way as mine, but
with silver mixed in inftead of gold.

“You are stunning,” I told her as she used a livtle flicker of moonlight to push up her
glasses. “Both of you, truely.”

“Ica, have you seen yourself?” Ashlynn asked. “You're the fumning one. You too, Phillip.”



“We conld argue about wha's the prectieft all night,” Lakiis said, joining the
conversation, a half-empty glass in hand, “or we could enjoy ourselves. Maygbe have a drink or
two. Dance, a little?” He looked at Ashlynn, his free hand sliding into hers, “You are all ofd
cnough to drink, are you not?

“Yes”

“Yes.”

“T have been for years.”

“That settles it,” Iakiis said, motioning for a male servant to come over, his navy
button-up tunic pristine and well-made, the black embroidery and buttons showing up evenon
the dark fabric. The servant made his way over, holding a tray with six glasses on it, each filled
with an amber colored liquid. Ashlyrn took one as Phillip teok two, handing one tome.

1 sniffed it, before taking o sip. The Liquid was slightlg warim, with kints of tea and femon
in its taste. And then there was the unmistakable sadte of moderate drink, similat to the ftuffI'd
had with €émma, Lirca, and Ashlynn whenever one of us had turned old enough to drink.

Looking around, AskIynn had a curious face, while Phiilip [ooked like he did1t't know
what to think about thedrink

“This here is something [ came up with myself,” lakiis said proudly. “There’s o thriving
taq market in the Island Kingdoms, and we are fortunate to trade for it, trading the lemons we
grow here. So one day I decided ro combine the two, and, throwing in a listle drink in the process,
L created this.”

“What do you eall it?” Ashlynn asked.

“T've been working oh a name for quite some time new,” he said. “But nothing ever ftuck.
Angways, enough about the drink, go enjoy yourselves!”

1stipped away through the crowd, finding myself by d large takie covered in food of all
sorts. From pastries to meats to cut and whole fruits, the ta ble was pradically dripping in
wealth and food. T grabbed one of the pastries, taking a bite of the light, cream-filfed ball.
wanted to close my eges and savor it, but people were watching. €ven so, L ook small bites,
savoring every one. Taking a drink from the glass in my hand, 1 leaned dgdint the wall on one
side of the room. Soon, Rhya came cver by me, her navy uniform the same a9 the male servant’s,
except for the silver buttons and embroidery as opposed to the black.

“So, how's the party going? she asked, her hair in two braids as wsual, but this time with
&rands of silver and white flowers woven through. She grabbed a drink off the tray of another
servant as she walked padt, taking a swig of it.

“Hren't you supposed to be working?™ I ashed.



“Not right now,” she said. “We take shifts. Some serve while others enjoy the party. The
onliy rule is you can’t get too drunk that goucan’t serve. Other than that, it’s Just common sense
fuff”

“Like? { asked.

“Like do't be stupid,” she said, o look in her eyes saying it afl.

“5o that Rind of Stuff," I said, taking a drink.

“Situations have happened,” she said, shrugging. “One of my friends grew up with judft
her mother on the streets, never knowing her father. Turns out, her mother had worked here,
gotten drunk, and made a dumb descision at this very party.”

“There's a lot of people like her,” Usighed, downing the restof my drink. “Particulariyy
because a [ot of upper-class men seem to pot care about the qonsequences. They just Ieave. Like
my facher did.”

“Whai? Rhya asked.

Magbe I was really susceptible to the drink (not Likely, I beat Tuca at a drinking contest,
and he's bareiy affected by it), or maube it was the spirit of the party, or magbe T just wanted to
tell someone, but Itoid her.

“‘Lwas born in a back alleg on Herraont,” I answered, setting my empty glass on the tray
of a passing servant. “My mother never told me who my father was, but he was never there
anyways. Then, when I was ten, she died. After that, even when 1 got into the military academy, 1
never bothered to 1ry and figure out whe he was. Because I didn’t care. He clearly doesn't care
about me, so why should 1 care about him?

“T'd assumed you were of noble birth Rhya admitted.

“Nope,” [said. “Well, T don't actually know, but Lgvew up on the ftreets, so T don't think
that counts as nebility.”

“Rhya,” a goung fernale servant sqid, coming up to us, “it's your turn to serve.*

“T've got to geo,” Rhya told me. “T1l see gou later,”

The crowd swallowed her up as she followed the other servant. I &tayed by the wall for a
moment, before deciding to brave the crowd. Ducking between dancing people, keeping my
wings tucked in close, I tan into Phillip, who was also weaving through the crowd.

“Tea,” he said,

“Phillip,” I responded, smiling slightly, glad 10 see a familiar face in the crowd.

The group of musicians on a raised platform in the corner finished the current song,
before ftarting a new tune, upbeat and fun to grab g partner and dance to,

“Weant to one up them?™ he said after a moment, pointin g towards the center of the rooms.
Ashlynn and Takiis danced cogether, his simple yet elegant black tumic and pants delicately



embroidered and designed, a half cloak pinned around his shoulders and his shadowy wings. As
the two danced, roonlight and shadows danced with them in an efegant display.

“You bet,” I said, holding out one hand. He took it, and we took to the floor.

The two of us quickly drifted towards the center, where Lfinally had space taloosentup a
hit and let my wings be free, simply existing behind me infbead of being pinned to my back.
Twirling and spinning, L added threads of sunlight to our dazice, the golden threads twining
around us. Phillip responded with tendrils of shadow, and soon we were twirling around the
floor, sunlight and shadows joiing in our elegant moves. s the music hit its peak, Phillip spun
away from me, spirals of shadow darting out around hira. On the responding fall, Islowly
alided towards him, twirling into his anms as tendrils of sunlight spiralled away from me.

The song ended, and as 1 Tooked in his eyes, L saw genuine enjoyraent. We separated,
Ishlynn and Iakiis coming over.

“You and me, Ica? Ashlynn asked, holding out one hand us the firdt note of the next song
begiin. 1 grinnted, taking her hand.

yEE¢

I sighed, dropping down onto the bench next to Eshlynm, Phillip refting on her other side. The
lat song had been very yeerorable, Ashignn and Ltrging vo outde the bogys. Eventually, the rest
of the dancers Stopped, making ¢ circle around us as it turmed into a battle, Iakils and Phillip
trying to outdo Ashlynn and L I sipped the drink I'd judt grabbed off a servant’s tray, adrenaline
racing through my veins.

“T don't know ubout yow,” Ashlynn said, “but Pm exhausted.”

“f few more drinks, and yow' Il forget about it until tomorrow,” Phillip said. “Butk
wouldn't recommend that”

“T'm sure there will be a lot of hangover cures going arownd tomorrow,” 1 chuckled,
taking another sip of my drink.

Takiis made his way over to us, leaning against the wali next tome.

“30,” he said. “I think we can agree that Phillip and Twon that dance of f?”

“Noway,” I scoffed. “Ashlynn and Lwon.”

sgh,” Phillip said. °I think lakiis and ITwen.”

“You did not,” Ashignn said.

“Yes, we did,” Phillip replicd.

“Oh yeah? Ashlynan countered. “Did gou see what Ica and I did?”



“While they're arguing,” lakiis said while Zshlynn and Phillip started debating (he
winner of the dance off, “do you wani to get away from the noise for a little bir?”

“Sure,” I said, handing off my drink to Ashiynn, who downed the rest of the contents.

He [ed me to one of the quiet side halls Teading away from the party, before leaning
against one of the walls and sighing. 1 leaned againé the opposite wall, buc because of how
narrow the hallway was, [ wasn't very for away from him.

“For a long time, I'd given tip hope on ever meeting another Sundancer,” he said. “So
when Julius wrote me that he'd foqmi the last Sundancer bloodline, I refused to get my hopes up.
However, ten years later, he wrate to me saying that the Sundancer he found, who was the la®
of her family, died. He never explained if there wds an heir to the bloodline or if the Sundancers
were gene forever. But then, on that reoftop, 1 found gou. So if you don’t mind me ashing, who
are your parents?

‘I never knew my father,” I told him, “My mecher raised me on the dreets, bui she never
told me her name. And then when I was ten, she died

L eould see him putting the pieces tegether in his mind. Then, recognition dawned in his
eyes.

“leaisy’t gour full name,” he said. “Tt's Learas, ism't 162

“How do you know that™ I asked cautiously. I never told anyone that, keeping my real
narae close to my chegt,

“Julivs wrote about you,” he aid, shadows filling his hands as he conjured a letter, He
handed it to me, and I read it to myself. “The taboo curse kept hir: from addressing me by name,
50 he called me his Brother-in-Hrms.”

My dear Brother-in-Aems,

[ve fod Cyroh Lomes, the lodh Sudaier and e Wl of her Yoodioe. | knew There ws we from
fhe vecords Tve been kepng, ond | fnally Wacked ber down. We wolked infe of mghT, Gueen Maleg
loking Care of wg sm @ e cadle, and { fmd eposes B sty wih e for @ ke She ws
qole alloring. As we drew closer, 1 knew it wgs wong for me o be wih ber, Wi 1 coulert gl

Q.



Thal wus worths ago. And oes; she ust had 4 doogeier. Myt dovgeler. Maleg con pever kiow, and |
ant Wk | gn wing el o Tob P he has on deglgle ader. Buf wy il laruc.. fi pains
re b ko That chel hnve’hqmuu?nhmitﬂismkd. fFlfHBl’ﬁmeEThEﬁ if peagle find o
dhe wes bt wilh e gnd she's frced fo fice %o the Shedowed londs, & me @ favor and ol ber
| do lwe er ond wenf the best for her

gmf W"ﬂ‘ﬂl’ﬁ,
Warrior-ing Mios Aermont

I [ooked up to see that his eyes were fuil of tears.

“You know what this means, dor't youT he asked. “You're my niece.”

“I_" I &arted, handing him the letter, my hands shaking. My father was Julins Aermont?
“] guess I am. Should I start calling you Uncle?”

“That... feels weird;” Lakiis said slowly, chuckling slight!g. “But if it’s what ou want, you
carn. Orlakiis i fine.”

“My Lord,” a servant said, walking up. “I¢'s almost time for the toadts.”

“Thark you, John,” Lakiis said, nodding to the servant. He turnes to me, using his power
to send the letrer back to whevever he conjured it from. “You might want to come watch this.”

1followed him back to the party, making my way overio HAshlgnn and Phillip. who were
slow dancing together. L joined in wich them, making a small circle. Soon, the song stopped, and
people started chanting “Toast! Toast! Toast! Toast!”

Takiis took 1o the Sage in the corner, a glass in hand, People cheered, raising their glasses
into the air.

“Pegple of the Shadowed Lands!” he cried, addressing the crowd, silencing them without
ever needing to use his powers. “Tonight we gather here to share it our revelries, celebrating
both the year that has now passed and the gear that starts tonig ht. We celebrate the things we
have done, and we calebrate ourselves. Hs it has been, and as it will always be, @ woadr.” He raised
his glass, the crowd stlently following suit. “E toast ro the year we Jeave behind, stepping fully
into the next year, We move beyond the hardships and tragedies, burt we never forget them, We
take with us the love, joy, and the discoveries that made this yeur shine. 5o raise your plasses
high and drink thera up, as we say a toast to this year!”



The crowd cheered, no two saging the same thing, before downing their glasses. Notably,
Lakiis didn’t drink his, merely lowering his glass.

“Now to what has made this year ftay in our memories forever,” he continued. “First off,
a teast to my dear brother, Wartior-King Julius Aerment, who, just six weeks ago, met his
demise. Some of gou knew him, some were banished here direétly by him or your ancetors were,
some were born and raised here with no connedtion left tying you to the Island Kinpdoms. But
regardless, we moumn his loss, and toast his memory.”

The crowd gave a silent Toast with their lord, silently raising their glasses. €ven though I
didn’t have a glass, I found myself raising one fist in the aiv. Glencing to the side, T found
Hshlynn and Phillip doing the same, Phillip with tedars in his eyes.

“But while this year brought many sorrows, it alse had many jogs. Here's to those whose
life began this year, and to those who found opportunities aplenty.”

The crowd cheered, raising their glasses or their fists at each toast,

“Here's to those who discovered their gifts, emerging into the shadows or the light.”

More cheers,

“Here’s to those who made their way here, {inding safe haven and a home.”

Some parts of the crowd cheered [ouder than others.

“Ind here'sa special toast, to three special newcomers here. To Prifice Phillip Aermont,
wha's here to train in his gifts before returning to eule che Island Kingdoms. To Ashlynn
Sparrow, the Moonblessed who melted this 0ld shade’s heart and has proven herself a capable
wrrior in her own right. And finally, to Iea, who., "

The crowd had already begun to face us, but now they started openly ftaring, marmurs
breaking the silence. fs I looked up at Yakiis, T heard a voice whispering in my head.

‘Do gou want me to reveal gour identivy or not? he asked, despite never moving his
mouth._I nodded, thinking “Go ahead, miaht as well aot it ous there” back to him.

“ToIcarus,” he repeated, drawing the crowd’s attention back to him, “the daughter of
Cyrah Tumos and Julius Hermont, and the laft living Sundancer in all the kingdoms.”

The murmurs ftarted up again. I could see out of the corner of my eges that Phillip and
Hshlgne were ftaring at re. Among the voices, I could hear a lot of the words “Hermont” and
“Sundancer.” But as soon as the attention had been solely on me, it was back on Tahiis, the crowd
chanting again.

“Sing the song!” they chatited this time. “Sing the song! Sing the song!”

Tlooked at Phillip and AshIynn, meeting their surprised and confused gazes.

“Alright, alight,” Takiis Iaughed, handing off his glass to o nearby servant, the glass &il!
full. “You want to hear it*



The crowd cheered in support. Lakiis turned and nodded to the musicians, who ftrucka
single chord, silencing the crowd as Takiis turned back to them.

“Skics gro groy,

The anow hes fallen,

The chill has set in from the North.

You keep hoping for shelter, for warmih,
But Yook no further,

For this o} will pass.

Follow the darkness into the Light,

Yow're safe here until this all will pass,

But know that youw'rs almays welcome here,
You'll alwaps have a plice inmy arms.”

T hadn’t expedted it, but the soulfizl melody and his voice were close to bringing teats to
ray eyes. [iurned to Ashlgnn, whose eyes were full of tears, and held out one arm. She took the
offer, duching under my arm and placing her arm gently around my shoulders.

“The winker winds may blow,

The stoyms mal t6ar us apar,

But even 50, 3ou wilk never be far.
The mountains may separate us,
The kingdoms may keep me (DAY,
Bat noe matser howr far yow get,

You will always be here in my heart.

Bnt as the smotw starts (o melt,

The birvs fizs back home,

And the letters travel far.

You know 1'TL write to you, my friend,
Asking ko o are,

Because this winter has been harsh.

158 ask you to follow the barkness into the Light,
YouwTl be safe here, if you wani to come by,



1 hope gou know that you're always welcome here,
Youwll always hawve o place in my arms.”

Scattered members began to sing along. His vaice &ill could clearly be heard as more and
more people joined in on the chorus.

“The wintor witds may blow,

The stoTis may tear us apart,

But ¢ven 5o, you will never be far.
The mountaing may separate us,

The Ringdoms mag koop me s,
But no master howr far you get,

You will alirays be here in my heart.”

The people went quiet as the musicians struck a quiet chord. Takiis continued his song.

“Joon Jou'll be gone,

Ano there will be nothing but quictlefs,
The sitence left n our wake.

Foan 11 be the only one Teft,

The only one singing this song,

Mugbe Rou're alrsain gone,

Maybe nou've forgotten our song,
But1can't think about thai,
Magbe 1 shoul? move on,

But them who woul? passit on?
Howr can 1 erase gou from my heart?

Lk would 1 forget you?
Why wroul? 1 Teave you behing,
When you knowTH keep yow it my heart.”

He paused, and for a momen it looked like he was about to start erging. Slowly, softly,
he continned.



“But the winter winds will blow,
The stoyms may tear s apart,
But evem so, you wikl never be far...

The mountains will sspdrate us,
The koD of Desth keeps me away,
But no matter how far gow'll get,
You will alwaps be here tn my heart "

Gaining eonfidence as the people joined in, he sang the chorus one mote time, This time,
even though I barely knew the words, I sang along, Ashipnn beside me doing the same.

“Oh, the winter wines may blow,

The SIorms may tear s apart,

But even 50, 4o wilk newer be for.
The mountaing midl S6PGrate us,

The kingdoms may keep me away,
But 1o matter o1t far Uou get,

You wridl adwans be hore in my heart.”

Takiis continued alone, a single tear rolling down his cheek.
“You'll always be here in my heart.”

The crowd erupted into thunderous apptause. Lcouldn's help but find myself foining in,
Eshiynn doing the same beside me. As lakiis tepped down from the stage, Phil[ip came up beside
mea.

“Can L talk to you for a minute?” he whispered.

“Sure,” L responded, following him out of the crowd and into another quiet back hall,
passing two partggeers ftumbling back to the crowd. He looked over one shoulder, before
opening the door to what looked to be a closet and beckoning for me to follow.

“Before you ask, I'm £ill 90% sober,” he said. “T'iw not going to do anything stupid, I just
want scme privacy te tell you something.”

Looking aroumd, I followed him into the closet. He closed the door behind me, plunging
us into darkness until 1 called a few frands of sunlight to my palm, faintly illuminating the



closet. It was small, but he respedfully Suck to the other side, giving me what lrele space he
could in @ show of his intentions,

“Look, Tearus,.” be said, trailing off.

“Call me Iea, pledse,” 1 told him, “My birth name may be Icarus, buz I've been going by Tea
for so long, and I just found out abourt my parents tonight, so if this is about that-"

“Hold en,” he said. “You just found cut that you're ry half sister tonigh:™

“When lakiis pulled me aside, he mentioned that Julius had written him a letter gaging
that he had found the last Sundancer,” 1 explained. “However, Julius didn't say anything more,
until ten years later when he said that the Sundancer had died. Not only had gour facher called
me cut by name in the Ietter, but my mother died when I was ten. Iakiis put the pieces together,
dnd he showed me the letver as proof ”

“Hub,” Phillip said after a brief pause. “Well, now that all your seerets are out there, I
suppose it's only fair that you know mine.”

“What do you mean?™ 1 ashed.

“Tdon't want to be king,” Phillip said. I ared, shocked, before realizing what I was
doing. “I... I don’t want to lead This power I have, it’s caused too much damage in the Island
Kingdems. But yow'r alse an Rermont. They'd decept gou ™

“Two things,” I said. “First off, I'm his iflegitimate daughter. You realize how much scom
thatwould cause for both of us? Secondly, what has your power done that's so awful?”

“Do you know what happened to my mother?” he ashed. “I suppose not, since my father
cavered it up, without even knowing it was me.”

“Wrhat are gou suying?” I asked slowly. I was Starting to get a sinking feeling that I knew
where this was going. I tried to ignore it, but it only got fronger.

“My powers come from her side of the family,” Phillip explained. “She wus the onlyg
person who knew, until Iakiis showed up and all this happened. She knew the toll it was taking
on e, so she told me to give ber the extra shadow energy. Whart she didn‘t tell me was the ffect
it would have or her, poisoning her and causing her to &art wasting away. I begged her to let me
take it back, bue she refused, instead opting to disappear into the Shadowed Lands in search ofa
amre. Two weeks later, Iakiis wrote to me, saying that he'd frozen her in a $tasis to heep her alive,
and that the only way to fully arre her was using Sundancer power.”

“S0 why haven't T heard about this until now?" I ashed.

‘T asked him not to tell you,” Phillip said. “He took me to visit her, and, freeing her from
the stasis, I removed the shadows from her, now that I'in ftrong enough to handle them. But she
was toe wedh, and died in my arms. It's my fault she's dead, just like it’s my fault that be's
dead.”



“He's dead? I asked. “You were there. If you're talking about Julius, you saw that no one
could identify his killer.”

1 saw the ook of pain in his eyes. Tt feft as though the floor dropped out from under me.

“lhat was you,”  whispered, feeling as though Twus free falling. “Dut weby?™

“The powers were growing too frong to control,” he said. “Hs it &arted 1o take over, 1
scrambled to him for help, knowing that he'd del¢ with this kind of thing before, although I
didn't know it was Lakiis at the time. He... he insisted on ftaying close, even as L wartted him 10
back away. The power tooh hold of me, lashing out. By the time [ came back ta my senses, he was
already wounided. He told me that he forgave me, and that evergthing would be alright. 1 knew
it wouldn't be, so as he died in my arms, I ran, The guards showed up moments [ater, and L left,
never looking back, having done too much damage to justify taking the nowr-empty throne.”

“Those were accidents.” I said shakily, trembling as 1 tock a $tep towards him. “You can
control it nowr. That’s the reason you were allowed to come here. No one is raore fit to lead than
you."

“You're wrong,” he said. “Maybe L can control it, but they’ll never look at me the same
agoin. They' Il never accept a Shadowsoul ting.”

“They did over here,” T pointed out. “They can leam over there. find wha's to say they'd
take a Sundancer any better? It was Sundancers who killed the First King®

“They don't know that,” he sald. “It was carefully erased from history. Most people think
it was Tukiis who killed the Firét King, or random himan mercenaries.”

“$HI1, you're the best one to rule,” 1said. “I know uocthing about ranning a kingdom. You
were raised to be king one day.”

“ludk take the throne,” Phillip begged. “T' 1k teach you everything, if you agree to révedl
gour heritage and rule. You can even say gou're the aétual firstborn!”

“You're the firfthorn,” I said. “And L won't take the throne.”

T pushed open the closet door, extinguishing my palm asTmade my way back to the
parey, leaving Phillip alone in the dark.

»yr¢

Flopping onto my bed like a limp noodle, I was expedting to fall asleep instantly. Somehow, 1
didn't, despite the faét that it was alntost sunrise and I had beert up at the party all night long.
Takiis and Phillip hud disuppeared shortly before the party’s end, and /ishiynn and T had slipped
away not Iong after.



I sighed, iy head reeling from the night. Between revelations about my parents, finding
ourt that Phillip is the Shadowsoul who killed Julius Hermont, our shared father, and the
adrenaline of the night shill coursing through my veins, it seemed like it would be a while until T
could fall asleep.

€ven so, after laging there for long enough, my eyes drifted shut, and dreants took hold.

»Q¢
1 stoo¥ om & rosftop, wasching ds the sun was ackipsed by a cloud of darkness, my powwer waning. Hippogriffs
flew out fram where the Fang Mountains loomed on the horigon, swooping bown as their riders taok out
swaths of mon, the poople craing owt as they slowly Tiz the peninsula of raivers. Locking up, awinged
Jiure of pure darkness materialized, holding a sword of pure shadews above him. As he swept his swory
o, blaves of shadow cut hundreds of men o in a single swoop, their lifeless corpses collapsing to the
ATORRT.

Another wringed figure, his wings made of shavow, flew up bestve the first. As they sot their sights

om the harizon, looking mards the 1stand Kingboms, they-

Iy

¢

1 wohe to the sound of two voices echoing through the hallway. Struggling to my feet, my head
spinning and my feet aching as1 ftumbled to my cfeset, pulling on a worn pair of leggings and a
soft blue tunic, my hair somehow il mo#!iy up the way it was las night.

Waiking to the doot, trying to gain my composure, I swung it open, &epping out into the
halhwray. I rolled my eyes.

Stumbling through the halls, arms around each other’s shouiders and shadows
spiralling in frails behind them, Phillip and Iakiis were drunkenly singing, well, screaming the
[grics of lakiis’ song from last night.

“Theececooeere... winter winds mag Hlow,

The storms may tear us Gyart,

But even 50, yow will nececeveeceecer be far.

The mounidaaaadaaine may separate us,

The kingboms may keep me AAUKRKEY,

But no matter how fandadaaaaar Joo0o000unRIHUT geceeseeceestitit,
You will asalwagaaaanys be here in my heaaaaart.”



“Will you two stop that racket before you wake up everyone!” L cried, leaning against my
doorwdy.

The turned around, Takiis fumbling over his own fect. One of his eyes was $ill
completely grey, but the other had hints of pale bluish green showing thraugh. Phillip only had
one shoe on, one of his pants tegs rolled up to his knees.

“What rachec?” Phillip asked, swaying slightly.

1looked at him harshlg.

“Where's your shoe™ Lasked, crossing my drms.

He locked down at his bare foor, up at Iakiis, then back down at his foot agatn, before
meeting my eyes and changing the subjed.

"Thers's this thing yow've got to try,” he said, pulling away frem lakiis and stumbling a
single &ep towards me. “Bottled, aged shadowy vapor... Stuff.”

“Bottled shadows?" [ asked. “That make irou stagger around like a drynk?”

“Well..” Phillip fammered, ac a lozs for words as he had to brace himself against a wall.

“It's frong fuff” Iakiis said, fumbling a bit as he walked over to support Fhillip. “Bur,
when pou don’t care anymore, you lose gourself very quickly.”

“If you heep quiet, I won't embarrdss you by sharing this sory,” [ said, before turning
and going bach into my room.

Gven through the door, I could hear the fumbling feet of the two of them as they walked
away. However, liftening closely, it sounded ds though one of them was barely stumbling.
Shrugging it off, I turmed aweay, flopping back onto my bed.

» ¢

Walking through the halls of the castle, twio and a half weeks after the party, I paused by one of
the doors, the sound of raised voices audible from wichin. Looking around, no one wis nearby, so
[ pressed one ear to the door.

“Hre you sure gou want this™

“I'm a danger to them. You've proven gourself to be a better leader than I ever could be.”

“Yes, but... My hitory there is... complicated.”

“Then make them remember the truth! You can do thar, can's gou?”

“¥es, but not without breaking the taboo curse. You really don't knev what it might be?”

“No... Unless it's the aytal wolf skull sitting in the entrance hall of the castle. He's had it
for so long, there's ne record of where he got it. Which is suspicious, because he has records of



everything, even down to how many egelashes that cow had that was traded a thousand gears
ago.”

“Thachas vo be it. But if L do this, you might not ever be able w go home.*

“T dow’t care anymore. AllT've done 1s damage to this world. T'm farting to quefion
whether gou should have let e die as a child. Magbe then, everything would be better.*

“The world is better for having you in it. ven if gow're hot the one on the throne.”

My eyes widened. Phillip was actually going to give up the throne.

Wings ruffled, I blasted the door open. In the small room beyond, Phillip jumped,
backing away from the table in the center of the room, while Lukiis simply locked at me, learting
casually over the back of a chuir, one hand reting on the table. His eyes were a pale bluish
green, and he had the giasses that I remembered from the projections of his pasgt and some of the
pormraits in the castle perched on his fuce.

“Iwas wondering when you were going to stop eavesdropping and open that door,” ke
said, ftanding up ftraight, keeping one arm on the chair.

“What is this?" I asked. “Phillip, you're just going to give the throne away?”

“Tve done nothing but cause destruction,” he said. “It's better off not it my hands.”

“That’s not true, and we both know it,” I protested, fepping into the room as the door
swung shut behind me, “Phillip, we welked about this! The throne is gours, and it belongs in gour
hands. You were raised for this, and no one knows the Island Kingdos like you!”

“Lkilled my own father!” he cried, slamming his hands down on the table. I Shumbled
back, shadows swirling around him. “Mg mother's aiso dead becazse of me, Both of them died
because I couldn’t controel iy power!”

“Tcarus, please,” Lakite said softly. “He's [oét hope. In this state, he’s right about the
danger of his power. But, aside from him, you and [ are the only other descendants of the Firét
King who could make elaim to the throne”

“What?” [ asked. “Not This time will pass. 1Tl be safet You don't need to-"

“Tea Phillip snapped, tendrils of shadow lashing out around him. “It won't. When I
came here, 1 thought it would get better, but it hasn't. So Pve given up. It's time someone else
takes the throne.”

He turned to Iakiis, who nodded.

“T'm sorry, Ica,” Takiis said, “But this has to be done.”

Something flashed in his expression, as o feeling of dread washed over me. Hs Phillip stid
a paper across thetable ro Yakiis, I thrust out one hand, a bolt of searing sunlight blafting into
the paper and disintegrating ir. As I prepared another blast, Lakiis sent two tendrils of shadow
tewards me, the twin shadows wrapping around my wrists and fifling the light. I tried to Step
towards them, but the other end of the tendrils were ftuck to the floor. Additional tendrils of



shadow wrapped around my ankles and began to snake up my body as Phillip backed away into
the corner.

“Iearus, [carus,” Lakiis sighed. “I should have known not to trust yow. Phillip here even
warnad me, ‘she'd be a good queen, but is to ftrong-willed to ever take it.”

“When did I say that™ Phillip asked.

“The day aftexr the party,” I said. “When you got Phillip drunk, and acted like you were.
But gou weren's. so you could get whatever gout wanted from him.”

“Efear all these years, you really think Iwouldn's be iramune to that Auff?” Lakiis ashed.
Tendrils of shadow wrapped around my wings, forcing them to be pinned againg my back. “And
naw I know exactly why Phillip here doesn’t want to rule, and I was able to find @ solution.”

“What, gou taking the throne?” Lscoffed.

“Cxadtly,” Iakiis said, shrugging. He turned away, walking towerds Fhillip and a door
hidden in the other side of the room, painted the same color as the walls.

“That song, from the party,” I sald, freezing laktis in his tracks. “Youwrote it for Tulius,
didn’t gou? You [oved him.”

=And? Iakiis ashed.

“So why are gou betraging his children”™ I ashed.

“#1i my life, I've lived in his shadow,” he said. “Before he was born, I was adored. Loved.
But then he came along, and he became ‘perfed fitcle boy Julius,’ and evergone loved him. And as
for me,” he chickled darkly, “they forges me. Forgot everything I'd done for them. €ven in his lad
moments, my own father abandoned me for him. The throne should have been wine. And now
look at me. Look at what happened to people like us. Because they had a ‘novmal’ king, because
they feared us, they wiped out the gifted popuiation, They cheered as they betrayed me. The only
scar 1 have, the onlg ome, is from when my brother, the man who shoul not have been hing, ook
his sword and €ruck me. And then be banished me to die. Erased myg name, erased the fad that
his throne was my birthright. But now, now 1 have the chance to make things right. And
prophecy or no prophecy, [will do it."

“What do you mean prophecy orno prophecy™ Lasked. “The Prophecy of the First King
was fulfilled centuries ago.”

“You really believe that, don’t you? Iakils said. “Did you never learn the full translation?
Looking ax your faces, clearly yoa didn't.”

The room darkenzd, the moonlight orb in the ceiling partially covered by swirling
shadows as Takiis removed his glasses, shadows swirling in his eyes imtil they'd reverted to
being grey once more.

“Centuries gone and centuries past,



When the King of Time hds long sinoe been laid to rest,
Sparhs of old will ignite,
The darltness will be one with the light.”

“We know that part,” I said, cutting in. Iakiis ignored me, continuing on_

“The child of the old and the new,

Tearus inname and one of the few,

The Scorned Son will face his hardest fight,

The Sun's daughter will rise to make things righc.”

“Yourname is in the prophecy,” lakiis said. “I can't risk you getting in the way. I'm <o, so
sorry for this,”
The shadows reached my head, and everything went dark.

€verything felt fuzzy. 1 groaned, opening my eges slowly, ftaring up at a grey fkone ceiling.
Sitting up slowly, I found myself laying on a cold stone floor, my wrists bound in chains that
pulsed with shadows, the chdins balted to  ring in the cenver of the floor. I tried to spread my
wings, but they were bound, clips keeping me from moving them too much.

Looking around, I took in my surroundings. The ftore walls were bare, except for a single
meted door. There were no windows aside from a small one in the door, and that only led to what
Lassumed to be a hallway. Behind me was a stone sheif, a single blanket and pillow set on it,
and a stone buchet in the corner, presumably fastened to the ground. Maybe it was even fancy,
and contained a pipe that would take waste away from here.

The deor swang open. Lscrambled to my feet as Ashlynn sood in the doorway, her hair
braided and her eyes distant and cold. She crossed her arms, her navy tunic familiarly
embroidered with silver.

“TIea, I hepe gou know what gow've done,” she said.

“Eshlynn, I'm begging you, please see him for who he is,” I pleaded, walking quickly
towards her. I &opped a few feet away from her, the chains Stretched as far as they would go.
“Phillip’s giving him the throne, and when he takes over the Island ¥ingdoms-"

“Lalready know about all that,” she said coldly. “And why do gou judge hitn so harshly?
He gave us ¢ safe haven here, in his own cagtle’™



“He tricked Phillip into getting drunk so he could use what he said to get the throne!" I
snapped. “He's been jealous of his brother for centuries, and has a grudge against the Island
Eingdoms. Are you that blinded by love for him™

"$p whul if Lum?” Ashlynn cried. T trust him, and I'm net going to be swayed againsk
him at the firét sign of trouble. Have some Loyalty, for goodness sqke!”

“Ashlgnn-" 1 farted as she turned 1o leave. She ignored me, letting the metal door slam
shut behind her.

[

P 14

Tt didn't take long o lose track of time, without any way to see the sun. Or the moon, even.
Lightly brushing a penci! across a page of the notebook I'd convinced the guards to let me have
as I sat on the edge of my bed, 1 barely noticed the door opening.

“Ted.”

I looked up. Takiis &ood in the deorway. Narrowing my eges, [ went back to my work.

“Tearus,” he repedtad.

“If you wanted me 1o talk to you, you shouldn’t have locked me up,” L said
matter-of -factly, looking up and meeting his eyes as ha paced further inse the room, a small
mass of shadows keeping the door propped open.

“I'm sorry about that,” be said, “but not too sorry. L hope you see that I have to do this.
Once it's over, and P've become king, I'll come back for gou. If you're even &ill alive.”

“Gven &ill.." I said softly. “You won't kill me. I'ra the last Sundancer.”

“T wor't hill you,” he said. “But lack of sunlight might.”

1t dawned on me then, why my cell had no windows. They were Starving me of sunlight.
Weakening me, until I'd either have to agree with him or die.

“ can see that gou understand,” he said, turning and walking back towards the door. “Tf
you coreply, then maybe you can get out of here sooner, but until then you might want 1o get
acquainted with your new, powetless state.”

I decided to try summoning a beam of light to launch at him, but only flickers of sunlight
appeared at wy fingertips.

“Yery clever of you, to put a nullifier on me,” Lealled to him as he left, $taring ai the
chdins as if doing so could burn them off my wrists. If they weren't nullifiers, 1 might have been
able to do just thai.

Bur for now, all I could do was sit there as the door closed.
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Time passed in a blur. People quickly stopped visiting me, although Phillip never visited once.
Lakiis also never came back after that one time. Ashiynn came by one or two additional times,
but then never came back. Rosa never got close with me anyways, and Rhya never carie to serve
me. Food and water was always brought by a gruff Shadowsoul soldier, who would periodically
refresh the shadows swirling within my shackles.

My only companion was the notebook, which I sketched and wrote in., So far, 'd only
used a couple pages, but {lipping through I could see ju$k how insane [ was already farting to
look.

WARY does i f0Ke fo Prove someane wrong’

How cire: pPeople see when they LITERALLY bAowe shodows in +Hieir &yes.
Ashlynn Ecimant is Likely +a become oo Fhing. s just O motter of when.
Maybe you're ddready gone,

Maybe you're Forsotten onr sona

Mdfb& ! should mave o

How can | erase you from my Asori?

No mastter fow For you go, Ml alwdys Kegp yow in my Aedrt

172 Sewrrs Dougbter will rise o make i right

W you wont fo Know what's better, coses or witlys, Fhent 8o G5 Fhe birds,
An Qngel sits alons, anceriain and coged

A devil Aelds the Fhrone, epes open and wirys ritised,

Wait.T had semething there. Flipping to a hew page, { began to write.

PR

“Can gou deliver this to Ashlyok Sparrow for me?™ [ asked when the guard next opened the door
tomy celi, holding out a piece of paper I'd tom from my notebook. “Or is it Ashlynn Brimont
now?™

“If it were up to me, I'd have cut your tongue out by now,” he grumbled, setting a tray of
food down by the door.

‘Please,” [ asked, setting down the notebook and walking tevrards him.

“Depends on what you're sending,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest and glaring
at me. I Stapped, at the end of my chains, holding out the note to him as he tood in the doorway.



“Tt's a poem,” I said. “T think she’l] like it.”
He snatched the paper from my hands, backing away as he read it. Snorting, he closed
the door, wordlessly walking away.

D)ie1 ¢
Soon, I &arted to [ose track of what was real and what wasn't. s Twould add to my hotebook,
I'd often slip into a trance, hot ever thinking about what I wds doing or hearing angthing

around me, not even the clinking and rutling of my chains, Often, [ wouldw't even notice when
the guard came to drop off meals and water. It didn’t take long for him to ftop speaking tome.

pipefd

Stanving in the bushes, the worlo still overgromwn and new, the new moon shone overhond. A jound man
tore through the woods, shatows traifing behin® him. Dark wings spread befving kim, he Taapsv into the aiv,
drawing shavows towerds him as he flew higher and higher into the dark night.

Then a¥d of & sRDDen, § wasin the city of Aermont, watshing a gowng woman, her form shroubsd in
sumbight. soaring wp sommards the eclipse sum, trawing in sunlight as she Yid, She was not alone in the shy,
45 & Dark form, large, veptilian, and coverse in shavows chased her upwards. The lashed out in 4 ravicnt
Yurst, and1 1was back in the Wools, the Yound man taking her place in tho shy.

He soared higher and Kigher, shavows clinging 1o him as he srrugqlod to get more and more
istance batwreen him and the ground. The shadowrs almost seemed as though they were attacking him,
thrashing arount him as be continuey to fil closer and closer to the new moon barely visible in the sk,

1045 back in Aermant, as the shavowy form foved away. A man, Wearing all black and with wings
of shadow, shot out of the faling remains of the shadomy monster, sodring up warvs the glowing girl,
Shabows wrapreb around him, and he shouted something to her, something that 1 cowlem't hear. She
Tespondel, before turning and scaring even closer to the sun, the Tight swarming around her as she started
i0 got close. But she still strugaled onwarvs, climbing higher and higher. A5 the sunlight began to astach
her, much in the same way as the shadomws ha? the peung man, she hesitaied.

) ivas back in the forest. The Joungd man hovered for a moment, so close to reaching the moon. He
CONEINNED UPWarDs, au | was back in Bermont, as the girl wsev some of the sunlighs pulsing arvune her o
Taunch havsslf mpwarys into the air, her wings eclipsing the sun. Ravians energy burst from her in woves,
slamming into the lingoring shadows that covered the cir.

1n the woovs, shavows FipYLed out from the young man in a wave, Hlocking out the stars before
vissipaiing. Hestalled in the air for @ moment, before beginning to fall.



1w slowmaotion, my surrounvings flickered back ant forth betbwoen the young man and the girl as
they began Lo plummet, each still shroute? in plsing shadows or sunlight, The two images started to
merge togethor, the tiwo bacoming one any the same: both doomed to the same fivte.

In the woobs, 45 Hhe oung man was about to break throuah the treeling, o form dashed through the
Wogvs, scrambling wp 4 tree andleaying out to intercept the young man. He tackled him us he fell,
avjusting so the shadowrdd man was sheltered in his fall.

In Aermont, the man irho emenged from the shadolr monster and another ioung man, his wings
4lso made of shavow, bove for the gid as she fell, 4 girl with wings of moonbight Teaping off a vooftop tojoin
i, before everyrhing went black,

P)iesd
Art angel sits adone, wncertpin aed cosed,
An avgel wants to fly, but she does not Adwe the space
Her wings are bownd,
Her power wanes,
She Prays o be Foud,
But her hope starts fo slip away.

I you wont Fo Kraw whots befter,

Coges or wings”

o QsK the birds

Thay'il fall you the S0ame thimg she will,
They'il fell you it's bether when Yy eos1 .

D
T coulow't teTb i 1 was durahe or veaming. 1t felt more bike ¢ bream, but who knew anymore? 1 for sure
i,

As the deor tomy ocll creaked opem, shabows flooved through the open Yoor. As the Yarhness wrapyev
everthing b ics coly smbrace, incluing ma, & form appeared in the shavows, its eyes glowing as sunlight
vance0 around the sbges of its shaowy form.

“Tearus..” it whispered, its voive strong. “leatus... my poor child..”

A'blade of shudow emerged from the Darkness, sicing the form inhalf. 1 screamed, the bead-eyel
form of Phillly holving the blads, his face and clothes splattercdwith Hood, Throuah the Yarkness, t couly
hear a male voice, shabews tainding his every worv.

“Tve walter centuries for this. 1t won't be long now, and me one will ever pass me by again.”



el

A devit has Aot of the throme, eyes adlow God wirgs rodsed.
A devit Hhinks At Knows whot's rght; bat is wrong a5 raen.
His powers ore strons,

His Aol over fhem is gread,

He wonts Aer fo sing oo,

Bt she woorts rothing o do with Ais wadpes and hatfe

s you wied to Know whad's better,

Coges or wisps?

Ga gsk the birds.

ﬁey'f[ fali you the sante a5 +he minr who b&ffﬂy&d Ay,
Attfhonsh Ae lacKed her awdy.

Du(

I quickly farted to find char Tdidn’t have the energy that I used to, barely being able to find the
energy to walk, let alone to go to the door for food.

D
“If she dies, it'son you.”
“ITknowttis”
“Keep her fed. And alive. Only use sundrop juice sparingly.”
“Understood.”
D=

The decline only got &eeper. T never found the energy to leave my spot on the floor. I harely ate.
Soon, [ &arted o fee! lightheaded all the time, getting headaches whenever L tried to situp. It
was 56 much easier to just lay there with my eges closed.

HHE
“She &ill alive
“Yes, but she's ordy been getting worse.”



“All that matters is that she lives.”

2.C

People cheerel as hippogriff after hippoarif) took off, some in groups pulling carriages, mony containing
rivers. Alongsive them, soliers flow with wings mave of see-through, half-formed shadows or moonlight. A
rave fewr haw seliz wings of moowdight, an wpon closer inspection, abl had sither fowr o five rings of silver
painied ontotheir Left aauntle.

Fliing above them, his wings mave of pivre shavow, was & man, Ancther, Hounger man, his wings
w50 mabe of shabows, flew up besive him, 4 young woman with solivwings of shimmering moonlight
foining them as they looked oud ever the gathering army.

“Stop this, lcarus...” a voice whisperss. “Don't les this happen.”

2.

Laying on the ground, my eges closed, T barel y ttoriced when the door opened. I could hear that
peaple were speaking, bt it was too hard to tell what theg were saging. Can't say I cared
angmore, either, But I could hear the panic in their voices.

Sirong arms lifted me up, holding me in a sitting position. I didn't have the energy
qangmore to tmove. Someone pressed a cup of liquid to my lips, a cup that I could barely feel even
as they forced me to drink whatever slightly warm liquid it was.

Lightheaded, exhausted, and completely humb, L barely registered the surging warmth
that slowly farted to veturn to me. fs they replaced the cup, I recognized the feeling that was
growing stronger, the feeling of suniight surging through me.

My fizength slowly returning, I could hear arguing voices.

“You said not to give her sundrop juice or frizit”

That was Sevris’ voice.

“Lsaid to keep her alive,” someone snarled, hints of shadows filling his voice.

Takiis, I thought, realizing who it was. Seuris mugt have been the guard that replaced the
original gudrd some time ago, although T'd never paid attention.

“Tdid!" Sevris protested.

Healing energy flooded through me. I cracked my eges open to see Rhya kneel ing over
e, holding me in her artus as her power swirled faintly around her, her eyes closed as she used
ker restorative abilities to help me regain ftrength. X placed one arm down bekind me, pushing
myself up to a siming position,

“One moment more and she would have died!” Inkiis snapped. “The last Sundancer's
blood would be on your hands.”



“Rhya,” I whispered. She opened her eyes, a single tear rolling down one cheek asshe
{ocked ayes with tne.

“T'm telling gou, L was just following orders!” Sevris cried, backing away as lakiis stalked
towards him, shadows dancing around him.

Pushing mysalf to my knees as Rhyn backed away, stacking nwo small metal cups in
each other s she ducked into one corer, out of sight and out of mind. She clearly was smarter
than Sevris, at least whert it came 1o commaon sense.

“Orders yiven to you by who?" Lakiis hissed darkly.

“1-'m a foyal soldier | swear!” Sevris starmmered. “Stay back! Keep gour twisted shadows
awdy from me, you ancient freak!”

Seyris drew his sword as Takiis tock o &ep closer, a tendril of shadow tauntingly dancing
in front of Sevris face. Sevris broke, slashing at it with his sword, the tip of his blade only inches
from Iakdis as he &epped closer, forcing Sevris up against the wall as be scrambled to Say away
from the shadows.

“Drop the sword,” Iukiis hissed, the command laced with shadows. Sevris’ sword
clartered to the ground.

Panic in his eyes, Sevris lashed out, attempting to punch Lakiis. The ancientlord merely
fepped ta one side, [eaving Sevris Sumbling padt him. Takiis whispered something in an ancient
language, and Sevris doubled over in pain,

“You feel that?” he taunted, stalking closer to Sevris as be fell to his knees. "L bet gou want
it to ftop. L bet you would racher I kill gou than leave you like this.”

“Please..” Sevris whispered, a thin trail of blood dripping frora his mouth.

“You ever wonder what being hilled by your own power feels like?™ Inkiis hissed “Thisis
how it feels to have gour owm powers tear you apart from within. But that's enough "

Sevris collapsed, sighing in relief, the lock of pain gone from his eyes.

“gtand wp,” Iakiis hissed. Sevris could do nothing but obey, Standing with his bach to
Tahiis, terror in his eges. “You're a traitor, Sevris, and I should have gou treated as such. You
helped him get out of the castle. You almodt were a murderer.” Takiis chuckled darkly. “You
didw't think I knew, did you? But I can pradtically taste gour growing fear. Tean see it in your
mind, what you've done. But Tl be nice. T'll have mercy.”

Withoui warning, Lakiis &epped up behind Sevris and brutally snapped his neck, Sevris
going limp indtantly. I gasped, scrambling backwards as Takiis ftood over the body of his foe, his
eyes closed as his breath came in quick gasps. Shadows poured out of Sevris” open mosith,
condensing inte a seall, dark sphere. Lakits opened his eyes, gently veaching out with one hand
and grabbing it.



“Tm sorry you had to see that,” he said, looking over at me as he sent the orb away in a
small puff of shadows. Hints of shadews remained in his voice. “But traitors must be dealt with.”

“Sevris... a traitor... helped someone cut of the castle ” I dammered, not sure what was
going on.I'd spent First King knows how long in a daze, dying from « lack of sunlight, and now
this? I couldw’t wrap my head around anyg of whatwas happening.

“Phillip’s gone,” lakiis said, the shadows around him $tarting to dissipate. “He ran off to
the Island Kingdoms, leaving a note saying that he wanted to end things where they tarted.”

‘Mo.." Lwhispered.

“That wasn't that long ago,” Iakiis continued. “He can’t have gotten far, and if anyone
can convince him otherwise, ic's you.”

He wallied over to me, surprisingly in a calm manner, considering that he had tostep
over Sevris’ corpse 10 do so. Kneeling down, he gently grabbed iy wridls, a band of swirling
shadows forming around each, before the shadows swirling inside my chatns faded away, the
cold metal falling off my wrists. He backed away, &arting for the door.

“Rhga,” he said, “clean her up. Whatever you do, do not remove her re@traines.”

“Wait,” T said. He paused, halfway out the door. “How long haveI been locked up here?

“Himost three months,” he said. “Longer than I was expedting, considertng you had na
sunlight wharsoever. Mot would die after one and a half. But gou, gou're full of surprises.”

He turned and strode sharply out the door, leaving me with Rhya.

“Come on,” she said, pulling me te my feet. “Let's get you cleaned up.”

Da

Still weak, my wings fill bound, the nullifying bands of shadow on my wridts &ill present,
Rhya lead nie through the hallsin a clean, sleeveless nawy tunic, my hair Al damyp as [ pulled
the braid over one shoulder, absentmindedly playing with it before tossing it back over my
shoulder. Four soldiers filed in around us as she led me through the halls, drawing d féw Sures
from people in the halls.

In the courtgard, Inkiis waited, pacing. He tutned towards e as the guards and Rhya
led me into the open space, the spring winds Sl carrging o hint of the chill bite of winger, The
sun was close to the horizon, but Isoaked up its warmth, drawing in its power to try and regain
my ftrength,

“Leave us,” he said to the guards. Rhya opped at the edge of the courtyard as the guards
feft, keeping her head low as she pushed me forwards.

“Does Ashlgnn know about ali of this?” [ asked as I slowly walked towards him.



“She does, sctually,” he said casually. *Just like how she inows what I'm about to tell
you.”

There was onlyy @ foot or two between us. Defiantly, Lmet his eyes, even though deep
down inside I was rerrified of what he would say.

“T'm going to remove gour bonds,” he said. “Philfip flew off diretly towards the Fang
Mountains, and you're going to follow bim. However, I will follow you, and if gou do anything, 1
will not hesitate to intervene. Il try not te kill gou, but if Thave to, Lwill.”

“Hs far as bad deals go, that one’s not terrible,” L admitted. “At least you're not asking for
my soul or anything.”

“You joke, but I will go through on what I said,” lakiis said.

Flicking one wrist, the bindings on my wings fell off and dattered to the ground. Sore
from hoiding 4ill so long, I repositioned my wings, finally able to pat them in a comfortable,
loose position. He grabbed my wrists, unraveling the shadow nullifiers around my wrists.

“Don’t try anything,” he said under his breaih, the threat clear.

1 backed up. flapping my wings a few times o loosen thetn vp, before leaping into the air.

1

Soaring over the Shadowed Lands, the sun casting its last light over the horizon, tried to absorb
as miuch of the remaintng sunlight as I could, ir an attempt 1o get at least somewhat back to my
norma! &rength. In the distance, the Fang Mountains loomed, and hovering in front of them
was a single form, wings of shadow on his back.

“Phillipt* I cried, using a beam of light to propel me forwards. Leame to a stop a few feet
away from him as he turned around.

“You shouldn’t have come after me,” he said.

“1 didn’t have much of a choice,” I ndmitted.

“Then &and aside and fet me finish this,” he pleaded, tears filling his eyes.

“Phiflip, there has to be another way,” I said. “We can figure this out-"

“He gets the throne tomorrow,” Phillip whispered. I faltered, dropping a foot before
flying bach up.

“What? I gasped. How could it already be tomorrow?

“You were in that dungeon for three months, Ica,” he said. T thought he'd killed you.
Hshiynn Kl trusts him, but I'm having second thoughts, and now it's too late to fix the mess [
got us in. ind because I heep making things worse, it’s time I'm removed from the picture.”

“He doesn’t have the throne yet,” I said. “There has to be time to do something-"

“I'm sorry, Lca,” Phiflip whispered, a single tear rolling down his cheek. “Stay here.”



I felt the shadows pinme down, keeping me in the gir but preventing me from moving,

“Phillip” 1 cried as he turned and flew away, disappearing as he dove through the
Shadovrveil. “Phillip

Frustrated, I gathered sunlight around me, pressing it against the invisible chains
pittming me in place. They were ftarting o loosen, but refused to break. I pressed harder, until
the words clicked into place.

“Be free,” [ whispered, a trange, shimmering [ight filling my voice. The chains broke.
and I fell for @ moment until [ was able to spread my wings and fop ray fall. The sun $till on the
horizon, I flew towards the Fang Mountains, barely reaching the foothills when d cold band of
shadows wrapped around my ankle, fopping me in my trachs.

“Tea, where are you going?”

Inurmed around, Iakiis hovering in the darkening sky behind me, one hand filled with
writhing shadows.

“You said to Stop Phillip,” I protested, pulling again#t the shadown chains faftened to the
ground, which was a lot farther below me than I thought.

“L heard your entire conversation,” he said, inching closer, "And from where I ftand, it
Jooks mare like gou want to join him than to stop him. Betraging me in the process.”

“You betrayed me firét!” I protested. “You promise safe haven, and then you lock me up?”

“To be fair, you did disintegrate the official documents I wes about to sign, and posed a
very real threat to Phillip and 1" Iahiis said. “You're not as blameless as you think.”

“Burt judt because my name is in some ancient prophecy, you fuify locking up the laft
Sundancer and almo#t killing her with lack of sunlight?” I scoffed. “You were willing to try for
the throne with or without the prophecy, so why lock me up because of it?”

“Legend has it Sundancers could see the future,” he said softly. “Some say they could also
speak with the dead. My father said that prophecg with his dging breaths as ¢ warning, and
those legends &tera from him.”

I had noresponseto that,

"Why can’t you trudl me?™ Lakiis asked.

“Twant to,” [ said. “But after these paft few months, I can’t angmore”

“Tearus-" he said.

Iaunched a bolt of sunlight into the shadowy chains, breaking them as I darted away
towitrds the Fang Mountdins, quickly reaching the Shadowveil. I paused in front of it, the Light
of the dying sun shining on the frands of woven shadow that made up the shadows shrouding
the Shadowed Lands. I reached out, grasping one in my hand.

“Howmuch doeg the Shadowveil rely on this frand?” 1 asked, turning around as lakiis
froze in the air, a mix of shock and fury on his face.



“If you do this,” he hissed, “the Shadowed Lands will become the wasteland they once
were. Countless people will diz. Do gou want to be a murderer, Iearus™

“That's your thing, so Pl pass,” T said, brushing the strand aside and diving chrough the
sinall hele [ created, knocking strands out of the way as I dove through the gap, using whatever
sunlight T could spare to launch myself through the gap. Not looking back, I furiously flew out
over the perinsnla, the light of the dging sun urging me on as I flew towards Hermont.

I
Hiding on the roof of the catle, I scaned che city, looking for any sign of Phillip. Orlakits, 1
thought with a shudder. But T couldn't see either of them, the night sky looming cold and empty
above me, the new moon giving little light as clouds covered mang of the stars.

“Don't move,” a female voice said from behind me, the press of steel berween my
shoulders freezing me in place as I was abourt to turn around.

“T mean no barm,” I said slowly, raising my hands.

“You're gonna tell me why gou're on my roof with fake wings stuch to your back,” the
voice continued. I know [ knew it from somewhere, having heard it once a long time ago, but I
couldn‘t place it. Mervously I flicked one wing, hearing gasps from behind me.

“Before you ask, L swear that wasn't 4 trick,” Tsaid. “And if you want to see my face to
know that I'm tefling the truth, yow're going te have to let me tum drovnd.”

I could feel hesitarion radiating from whoever stood behind me as I closed my eyes,
picking up traces of fear and confusion arnong the hesitation. I waited, unsure whether she'd
pull away or run me through. But she removed her blade from my back, allowing me 1o slowly
tm around, honds fill raised.

Oueen-in-Reserve Meghan stared me down, helding a sword to vy throat, her blue dress
not making her ang less intimidating. Quickly scanning around, there were at least four other
guards on the roof, all with their swords drauwm as they warched me cautiously. Looking into
their eges, I didn’t recognize any of ...

€mma stood among the gaords, a sk blue cape around her shoulders, ber armor
shimmering in the faint light of the moon, her face set with determination. If she recognized me,
she didn't show it.

“What are gou doing here? Queen-in-Reserve Meghan asked.

“Have any of you seen Prince Phillip?” [ asked. Surprise drifted from the guards, their
faces matching the emotions drifting through the air as they emanated from them. “Or any
Shadewsouls flging through here tonight?”



“The prince is in the Shadowed Lands, as he has been for months,” Meghan said. “Why
would he be here?™

“He left,” I said. “He came here, saging he wanted to end things where they ftarted

The surprise and shock was replaced with concern.

“And.." I continued, “and... Ia-" The taboo curse. Now I get why Lakiis was so annoyed by
it. I sighed. “The Dark Lord iz coming for the throne.”

The guards erupted into worried conversation, until Meghan held up one hand, silencing
them as she looked at me, a combination of concern, ftoic resolve, and fear in her eyes.

“What gre gou saying?” she asked.

“Prince Phillip made a deal with the Dark Lord, giving up the throne,” I said. “And now
he’s coming here Tomorrow. Prince Phillip ran away, and the Dark Lozd sent me after him. But I
betraged him. Aind now, he will not hesitate to take the Island Kingdoms by force.”

The Queen-in-Reserve backed away, lowering her sword.

“You're one of his guards, aren‘t you? she ashed. “One of the two wheo went with him into
the Shadowed Tands.”

“Tam,” I sdid; before realizing that she was technically my queen and i should have
bowed. I dropped wo one knee, bowing my head. “learus Hermont, at gour service.”

“Herment? Queen-in-Reserve Meghan asked, clear]y surprised. “Were gou two secret
lovers who tied the knot over chere?

“No, my queen, L.~ 1 said quickly, before hesitating, “T found records over there, of the
entire Sermont family tree. And apparently, when the Warrior-King found the last Sundancer,
he had a fling with her. find a daughrer, whe was left to grow up afone on the fireets with her
mother, intil her mother died and she joined the militany academy, hiding the fad that, well...”

Lheld up one hand, faint sumlight glowing from within my palm. 11ooked up, £l on ore
kuee, tahing in the wide range of emotions across all five of their faces, faintly lluminated by
my sunlight. [ extinguished the light as Meghan held out one hand, taking it as I rose to my feet.

“Prepare the other guards,” she said, never taking her eges off me. “Keep the people calm,
but make sure they'Il be safe. Emma, lead Icarus to a room.”

“Ineed ta keep looking for Prince Phillip,” I said as Meghan ttmed to walk away.

“If you dor’t rest, you'll never have the Sirength to find him,” she said,

presd
“Emma, please,” I begged as she roughly led me through the caftle, opening the door to a guest
roont and shoving me into the room, walking in and closing the door behind e,



“What is going on with youTca® she asked. She had her sword sheathed, but her hands
were fisted, and I could feel her feclings of betrayal and anger, das well ds hints of longing and
something that almot seemed like relief. “You walk into the funeral with Ashlynn and the
prinee, the Dark Lord shows up, and all of a sudden gou three disappear into the Shadowed
Lands for months. End then, out of the blue, Jou return home, wings on gour back, claiming to be
the missing prince’s half sister and the last Sundancer.”

“Emmin-" [ said.

“T dor’t want to hear it,” she snapped, drowing her sword and pointing it at me as I
backed away. “I trusted your. I thought you were my friend. But then you show up, hoping to
bamboozle my quesn and make us all look [ike fools. And where's Ashlynn? Did she resist gou?
Did you %ill her?”

“Ashlgnn’s &ill in the Shadowed Lands,” I said, backing into the wall, “She's->

“So you left her, just like you left me,” €mma scoffed, holding her sword inches away
from my throat. “Just lihe you left Luca, I dow't even know where he is anymore, and now that
I've been promoted I don’t have the time to look for him. Bt if gou hadn'c [eft, he might not have
disappeared. You may have your lietle tricks, Lca, but Lsee right through them. I see through
gour [ies. You never really cared about us, did you?

“Please jud listen " I protested

“Liften as gou spout more lies?” she said, pressing the tip of her blade aguinst my throat,
tears in her eyes as her hunds shook “Ne_ Idon't think T will I think...1think I'll end this.”

“You don't really belleve that,” I said softly, that Strange light returning to myf voice.
Her eyes widened, only for her to narrow her eyes and snarl ar me, shaking her head quichly.

“€nough of your tricks, Ica!™ she snapped, but she didn't stab me with her sword.

“Shh,” I whispered, placing one arm on either shoulder. “I¢s érue. It allis.”

“T don’t believe gou,” she said, backing away, her sword raised. “1 don't believe you.”

“Cmma,” I whispered, taking a ftep closer.

She slashed at mie with her sword, for¢ing e o summon a blade of light to block.
Advancing, she forced me back up against the wall, our swords crossed, hers getting dangerously
close to the side of my neck. T pushed back againét her, forcing her o shamble back. Lowering my
sword, 1 1ok a few fteps away from the wall, until she charged at e again. I raised my sword
to bloch, but was forced to grab her arm to &op her blade, the tip hovering over my right
shoulder. She did the same 10 me, my sword mirrering hers,

“I'm not your enemy!" I snapped. “Maybe gou really think I'm [ying, magbe you dom't,
but the Dark Lord is coming, and the codt of him winning is too great to rish.”



“Then kill me now,” she snapped back, adjusting my sword so that it was on her throat. In
the same motion, she put her arm in a position that I was forced to do the same. “Get e out of
gour way.”

“No,” 1 said.

Imade ing sword disappear, the light fading away. She pressed her sword againgt mg
throat, going for the kill, but I flapped my wings, jumping bach so that she ended with her sword
resting on iy shoulder, the edge brushing my nech. She panted, clearly wanting to do it, but
vn¢ble to finish the job. I placed my hands on her shoulders.

“Stop,” T whispered, the light returning to my voice. She didn't freeze, but she did look
like she was hesitating. Shaking, she looked up and met my eges, tears flooding hers. “I
utiderstand. 1 left gow, and I’'m sorry for all of it. But 1 am not kere to fight gou. I don’t
want to fight gox. I don’t want gou 1o be lef¢ here, hurting because of me. Fm here
becanse of wou, becanse 1 knew that gou and 1uca and countless others could die if the
Dark Lord comes here, or get seriousig urt, and I might verg well be the only one who
can stop him. But I'm sorrg for evergthing that 1 did to gou.”

€mma dropped her sword, Tetting it <lide to the ground, as she collapsed into my drms,
crying. I held her tight, sinking to the ground gentlg.

“FPm sorvy,” I repeated. Realizing that I was $ill using eny power on her, I immediately
felt bad, What kind of person used their power on their frient? “Be free.”

Still shaking, tears relling down her face, €mma Iooked up at me.

“T'ta sorry,” she sdid. “T'm 50, 50 sorry.”

Through the window of my room, I could see the shy was &ill dark. For a Jong time, we
Stayed together, catrching each other up on the past few months, before €runa left to return to
her duties as a Rhynian Honor Guard Commander and I fell into a deep, dreamtess sleep.

DHEC

“Iea, wake up!”

The sun had jusft begun to rise, its firét rays sweeping over the harizon as Emma shook me
awalte, before rushing over to the window and throwing it open.

“What'’s going on?” I asked, rubbing the sleep from my eyes as [ sat up.

“We found him,” she said guickly. “Prince Phillip. He’s on the top of the northern tower.”

Iwalked over to the window, £ill in my sleeveless navy nmic and black leggings Rhya
had put me in before leaving the Shadowed Lands. Poking my head out the window, the breeze
nuffling my $ill-braided hair, I backed up into the room.



“Gmma, if this is the [ast time L see you-~ I ftarted, but was cut off by her throwing her
arms ground me.

“Tell me after, once we've survived this,” she said, before pulling away.

I nodded 1 her, before climbing out the window and tuking to Lthe air, In the moming
light, I could see a dark form sitting on the edge of the rallest tower of the castle. Slowly, not
waneing to draw attention to miself, I flew up to the tower, cresting its edge in one final burst of
speed as 1 hovered next toPhillip, who &tood on the edge of the tower, &aring at the drop below.

“Phillip,” I said slowlg, careful not to startle him.

“You shouldn't be heve,” he said, his voice defeated as he continued to stare at the ground.

“He's coming today,” 1 said, the sun’s rays lending me their warmih. I was carefit] not to
use my power on him, keeping the light from entering my voice. However, Lcould feel the
surbulent mix of emotions surrounding him, wrapping himup in their tangled, twisted embrace.
Looking closer as I tried to pick out the emotions, I saw what Iooked fike a chain link of shadows
at the center of the swirling feclings, buz before I could investigate it further, Phiflip spoke.

“I have to do it,” he said softly.

“Phillip, please, just wait so we can talk about 1t," T said.

“We're out of time,” he said, finally turning to face me, a haunted look in his eyes. “He's
coming reday. There's no wag we can get any sore of defenses pulled together in time.”

“If angone can pull it off, it's us,” I said, Ianding next to him on the tower. The emotions
were stronger the closer to him I got, and locking closely, I could see the shadowy chain link,
refting just above Phillip’'s heart. Reaching out 1o grasp it, my fingers brushed against it, only
for Phillip to pull away.

“What are gou doing™ he asked suspiciously, looking at my outétretched hand then back
at my eyes, “Hre you trying to use some sort of Sundancer trich to stop me?

“T'm not ftopping you," I said, not sure if [ was telling the truth or net, “but you de need
to hold fill”

“No,” he said, shaking his head and stepping backwards off the edge of the tower.

1 dove after him as he closed his eges, giving into the fall. I caught up to him, grabbing
the shadowyy chain link and sending a burst of light into it,
shattering it. Phillip’s eges smapped open, and much of the emotional form around him either
dissipated or calmed. Flaring out his wings, be tried to slow his fall, but L could see that he was
oo close to the ground to £op in time. Doing the only thing I could thinh to do, I called up
tendrils of sunlight from the ground, weaving them into a half-formed net below him, using
additional tendrils to slow him as he fell.

Crashing into the net, his fall significantly slowed, Phillip tumbled to the ground. He
didn’t get back up.



Starting to panic, I dove efter him, landing gently beside him.

“Phillip?™ I dshed, kneeling down beside him. He'd landed face-first, and as I rolled him
over 1 could see a decent-sized gash in his forehead, blood dripping from the wound, His eyes
were closed, “Phillip! Please don't be dead, please don't be dead, please don't be-"

I sighed in relief as his eyes flickered open, wanting to cry. Isem flickers of sumfight into
the wound on his forehead, removing any traces of infe@ion. Hewineed as he sat up slowly,
cleariy in pain.

"1d... I-.." he struggled to get our the words, “Lord Ia... Stupid taboo curse!” I smiled
faintly, cears filling my eyes, glad to see him express emocions that weren't from the cloud of
darkness arovnd him, “The Dark Lord did something to me. Made it hard to see begond the
darkness. Most of that was frorn me to begin with, but whatever you just did broke his hold over
me. Now that [ can see ¢learly...I was such an idiot!”

“Don't beat gourself up over it,” I told him, placing one hand lightli over the wound on
his forehead, sending healing flickers of sunlight into the wound, slowly sealing it.

“But I'm the one who wis so blinded by his control that I couldn't see the deceptions in
front of me,” he said. “T'm the one who gave him the throne. find once he gets it, thereisno
stopping him. I don’t dowbt that he could be a good king if he wanted to be, but ke has too much
of a grudge against the Island Kingdoms. Hlso, people here are going to resist. Il be yedars,
maybe even decades until the bloodbath ends, if it ever does.”

“Wecan Sl stop him,” L said. “He hasn’t come here yet, and we don’t have long, but we
still bave g little time. The people will listen to you if gou tell thetn what to do, and Lady Meghan
already knows.”

“We can do this,” Phillip said seftly under his breath. He turned to me. “Whart's the plan,
Tcarus?

“You need to heal,” Isaid, looking around. “Where's a dark spot gou ean-"

A chill feeling tore through me, despite the warmth of the rising sun beating down on me
and {iling me with power. I locked at Phillip, who also had an unsettled Iook on his face.

“Come to the castle gaves."

I snarled, wrapping myself in surdight to break the kold before the command could geta
grip on my mind. Phillip lashed out with shadows around him, shaking his head before sighing.

“He'’s harder to resist,” Phillip said. “He has to be using his full power for this.”

“Stay here,” I said, leaping into the air and fging up to the roof of a hearbi tower, not s
high as the northern tower, but &ill tall encugh to lock out over the gathering crowd of people in
the Streets, all heading iowards the castie gates. Even gs they suntng open, the people fayed
frozer on the other side, as people walked our of the castle and gachered in the courtyard.



Flging out from the cadtle gates, a bolt of darkness shot through the air, lopping on top
of the castle roof and facing the getes as the shadows merged together and transformed inte a
human form. lakiis stoeod above the people, looking down over them with a cryétal skull in his
hands. The tabes curse, I thoug ki, He found it.

“People of Hermont,” he cried, what looked to be the full population of the island
gathered in the ftreets leading away from the cadtle. “You know me by many names, mainly as
the Dar& Lord, but it's time gou recognized e for who Lam.”

Holding out the glass skull, shadows swirled within the glass, before exploding
outwards in a burdt, shattering the taboo curse. A wash of energy flooded overme, impossible to
see byt impossible not to feel.

“My name,” he continmed, “is Takiis Brimont, the first son of the First King.”

“Lia¥™ someone in the crowd cried.

People &arted to cry out in the crowd, creating cacophonous noise ds they protedted the
truth. Warching it unfold, Iakiis &tanding above « frozen crowd ehat shouted up arhim, a crowd
he could contra! with a single word.

“silence” lakiis hissed, and all at once, everything went eerily quiet. “Remember.”

T could see it in their distant eges, could feel the power of his words rippling through the
crowd, as the truth of who they were facing was foreefirlly shown to them,

“Your rightful king has come home,” he said, extending his arms out to his sides as ke
slowly raised them, before clenching his hands into fists. Shadowy tears in reality formed cn the
castle roof beside him, hippogriffs mounted by soldiers flying through them, accompanied by
Moonblessed and Shadowsouls frang encugh to summon semi-transparent, incorpored] wings.
Through one of the rifts, her wings made of shimmermg moonlight, Ashlynn fleve out, landing
next 1o Iakiis as he dropped his arms.

The rifts ftayed open kong enough for a flight of hippogriffs to emerge, landing on
various buildings, as well as the majorigg of his Moondancer and Shadowsoul soldiers. I didn"t
dare search for Rosa, but I knew she was out there somewhere.

“Before gyou ask what happened to your beloved Prince Phillip, well, he never wanted the
throne " Iakiis said, addressing the people, who, despite being unable to move, were faring up at
him with unmasked fear, the waves of their shared emotion strong enough to reach me, evenasl
f00d 30 far from them. “Unable to live with the fad that he'd cavsed 5o much damage to his
kingdom, he removed himself from the picture. I tried to ftop him, butIwas too late. If you want
proof, well..”

He trailed off, extending one hand as shadows gathered inthe air in front of him. &
projection formed in the dir over the people, forming the king's bedroom as he sat on the edge of
his bed.



This is the bay Jubins vies, I thought. But that day, lakiis had said something about the
shadows not remembering who hilled the Warrier King. Uniess...

The projetion plaged out asIremerabered. Julius sat on the edge of his bed, and d form
stumbied into his room. However, this time the form wasn’t unrecognizable. Although shadows
£till swirled around him, it was Phillip, tears it his eges as he collapsed onto the floor, writhing
in pain as the shadows swirled around him.

“Who.,.” Julius said, before recognition dawned in his eyes. “Phillip?

“Help... me..." Phillip’s projedtion gasped, bis voice desperate.

Julius tooh a ftep towards his sots, concern in his eyes.,

“Bun,” projection-Philip hissed, raising his hands to clutch his head, tearing one through
his messy hair. “Run!”

Juliuz stayged right where he was, kneeling down and placing a hand on his son's
shoulder. The projedtion of Phillip looked up at his father, tears in his eges and a pleading look
on his face. The shadows swirled tighter around him, and he closed his eges tight, shaking as he
tried te hold the shadows back. He screamed, daggers of pure darkness bur&ing from him. One
ftruck Julius in the cheft, causing him to fall back. He lay on the ground, a dazed [ook in his eges,
Phillip curled up on the growmd nearby, shaking.

The shadows were no longer swirling around Phillip’s projection, but as he looked up and
saw what he'd done, small sparks of shadowy energy ignited around him.

“Father?” he gasped, crawling over to the fallen Warrior-King. “Father..”

Tulius took his son’s hand in his owm, laoking up at him as projection-Phillip began to
cry, sobs shaking his body.

“My son,” Juliug said sofily. “IFT'd known..”
“T'm sorry,” Phillip's projeétion said through his tears, his voice breaking. ‘Father, I'm so
SorTy.”

“Don’t be,” Julius whispered. “Tlove you, my son. The people..”

“Father™ projeition-Phillip asked as Julits went limp. “Father!”

Phillip's projection buried his face in his futher’s cheft, sobbing.

“I'm sorry. I'm 50, s0 so173..."

The door to the room opened, two gunrds rushing in. Phillip's projection looked up at
them, Startled, shadows writhing arovnd him, before dashing awdy and leaping through the
window of his father's roam.

The projedion changed, transforming invo the room in Iakiis’ cadtle, a table in the centes
of the room. One one side, akiis stood, Phillip aeross from him. A shadowy form, resembling a
female with wings, alse fiood near the vable. Her form was noticeably not as defined as the other
two, yet the scene felt familiar.



Realization hit me. I was the third person. Takiis had also changed his image, removing
his glasses despite the fadt that he had been wearing them during that conversation.

“T've done nothing but cause destrudion,” the projection of Phillip said. “Iv's better off not
in my hands.”

“The throne is yours, and it belongs in gour hands,” the undefined projedtion (me) said,
her voice obscured so much that even Leouldn't recognize it. “You were raised for this, and no one
knows the Island Fingdoms [ike you!” '

‘I killed my own futher!” Phillip's projection cried, slamming his hands down on the
table, shadows swirling around him as the undefined projeétion ftumbled back. “My mothet’s
also dead because of me. Both of them died because I couldn't control my power!”

“He's lost hope ” the proje&ion of Lakiis said softly to the undefined projedion. “In this
&ate, he’s vight about the danger of his power.”

“This titme will pass,” the undefined projeétion said. “Ir'll be safe! You don’t need to-"

Shadowy tendrils lashed out around the projection of Phillip.

“Tt won't,” PRillip’s projection: snapped. “When I came here, I thought it would get better,
but it hasn't. So T've given up. It’s time someone else takes the throne”

The projection of Phillip looked over at the proje@ion of [akils, only for the shadows to
freeze. In a dark burdt, the projections were gone.

“Tt is with @ heavy heart that I &ep up to rypbirthright as son of the Fir&t King and
assume the throne of the Island Kingdoms,” Lakiis said, [ooking out over the crowd. “Kmeel”

The entire crowd, Ladg Meghan and her guards included, were forced to kneel before him.
Looking around, angone who wasn't on a hippogriff also was forced to Ineel, despite already
being his followers. Those £1! mounted on their hippogriffs weran't immune, either, having to
bow their heads. Ashlynn was the only one excluded from the order.

Iakiis locked like he was soaking it all in, almott enjoying the twisted servitude he'd
forced the people to give him, even as they ftared up at him with fear. Fury boiling within me, {
lzaped from the tower, spreading my wings and soaring into the sky, hovering above the castle.

“Takiis!" I cried, light shining frem me.

B¢ and Tshfynn spun around, Ashlynn surprised, lakiis going from surprised to
something that resembled fear to furious all in the span of a single second. I could feel the shock
radigting from the crowed, as well as Eshlynn's mixed émotions, but no matter how much Iried,
I couldn’t sense what [akiis was feeling.

. “Lock who.decided to show up,” Takiis hissed. He urned back to the crowd, addressing
them. “Behold: the last Sundancer. She thinks she can stop me. She, a child born on the streets
because her father could never show bis face. Icarus dermont, the illegitimate daughter of the



Warrior-King, who found a way inte the military schoel on this very istand without ever being
found out. Until I found her.”

“Liar!” I ctled, curting him off. “Prince Phillip found e first, then you did. Besides, my
existence is proof that the throne is not your birthright, because there are #tiil Living children of
Julius Aermont.”

“Hs firstborn son, the throne should have been mine to begin wich,” Iakiis snarlad,
Turning back to the people, he gave them the command I'd been dreading. “Kill her.”

Hshlynn grabbed his arm, sayitig something to hit as the people rose to their feet, all
fKaring at me. Their akions made them seem hodtile, but their eyes betrayed their fear. Some of
the soldiexs on the rooftops were preparing to take off, others drawing back arrows with their
bows of dark grey wood.

Hshlynn must have succeeded at convincing lLakiis otherwise, because ju as the first
shot was fired, he held up one hand as the people all froze. The qrrow arced through the aiz, and
even as [ dodged it brushed the tip of my wing.

“People of Hermaont!™ 1 cried, addressing the frozen people. “While Iakiis is the First King's
son, there's d reson he was never made king. A reason gou all have just seen. Is this what you
wast from gou ki-"

A bolt of darkness sTammed into me, knocking me backwards as I fell, landing hard on
the cagtle rocf. Greaning, I sat up.

“Don’t listen to her!” Lahiis cried. “She lies, and her words dre twisted to seduce gou!”

Loohing up at the sun as it climbed higher in the shy, Isilently called upon it, drawing in
ds much sunlight as possible until T was glowing, shimmering tendrils of sunlight dancing
around me as 1 ftood up.

“Takiis!”

Phillip darted through the skies, shadows swirling around him, mashing his form until
he fopped, hovering over the edge of the roof, facing Inkiis.

“You thought I was dead?” he taunted, extending his arms ot o either side.

“Prince Phillip,” Iakiis said, too suddenly pleasant to be real. “What a pleasant sarprise. T
thought gou'd given up on the throne, and by extension your life.”

“Turns out that while the motivation and fuel came from me, you sparked the fire,”
Philliy said.

Ileaped back into the air, flying over to Phillip's side,

“Well, considering thar you officially abdicated the throne, it is now my sworn dutg as
hing to defend it,” lakiis said, a clear warning in his tone. “5o Pm afraid if you want the throne
back, yow'll find it very difficult.”

“Yeah? I ashed. “Where’s your proof that he gave it to you?



Takiis smirked, conjuring a rolled up piece of parchment in his hand. Unrolling it, he used
his other hand to ereate a large, shadowy projedtion of the paper in the space in front of the
cadtle. Clearly written on the paper were the words that successfully proved Iakiis right,
followed by the signatures of both Phillip and Iakiis. Sending the scroll back to wherever he
conjured it from, Iakiis looked back out at the crowd.

“Is this what you would rather have from your king?” ke asked, a diret mockery of what
I'd asked the people earlier. “H man who gives up the throne without a second thought, or a man
who'll fight for the throne? For you?”

“Would you rather have someone who gave up the throne because he cares about the
people, returting when he sees that he made @ mistake?” I asked, addressing the crowd, Reeping
an eye on Lakiis this time. “Or would gou rather have a king who controls gou? il king wha's so
desperate to fill the void created by his padt that he'll do anything to make himself feel
powerful?”

“Does it prove to you rothing that L willingly ftand at his side?” Ashiynn cried. "Does is
not prove our new king’s good intentions that be is willingly backed not onlg by his own people,
but by a civilian of Hermont and someone who was to be a future commander in the
Warrior-King's prized military?”

I wouldn'¢ know, considering you made it so the people can't speak,” Phillip responded.

Drawing upon the sunlight, silently and subtly drawing in more and more, L held on to
the power, preparing to use it, closing my eyes as the pressure began to slowly build up.

“Ufhen this is settled, T1I It them go,” Iakiis argued.

“Will you? Phillip asked. “Or will you be so drumh with power from having the peoplein
the palm of your hand that you never [ef them go?

1 opened my eges. I wouldn't be surprised if theg were glowing, considering how much
power was coursing through me.

“Be free,” Lwhispered, my voice echoing through the air, letting the powerful rush of
sunlight I had been gathering enhance the command. The people below began to &ir.

“You listen to me, and me alone,” Iakiis hissed, tightening his hold on the people.

‘“You don’t have to be his puppets” I said, gaining confidence as the light surged
through me. “Hct for gourselves. Choose gour side, but if gou want to be free then listen to
my voice, not his.”

The people bad farted to move of their own dceord, the silence breaking as they were free
to speak once more, The hippegriff cavalry and the gifted Iakiis had brought with him were also
gtarting to &ir.

“You are mine,” Lahiis snarled, this time only focusing on the people of Hermont. He was
able to freeze some of them, but not the whole crowd.



“Listem tome!” I ried, as more and move people began to move, free from his hold, “Be
freer

The entire crowd ftirred, free from Iakits’ commands, at least for now. I could tell that it
wouldn't [aft long, but it was time that could be well spent fighting back. Fainely, 1 conld hear
Lady Meghan calling for erdex, organizing her guards and possibly the people of Hermont as
well.

“You don't know what gou've started, do gou? Iakiis said.

In preparation, I started calling upon the sun’s light once more, trging to gather a
surplus of energy to trg and fight hivs. He raised his hands, shadows swirling in the palm of his
hands. I tensed, but he waited, more and more shadows swirling around him, unci! finallg he
slarumed his hands together, shadows expanding out and filling what felt Like the whole world
for a moment. Blinded, I focused on not falling, very aware that T might be over nothing buc
open air.

When my vision cleared, the sky had noticeably darkened, the sun eclipsed by a mass of
shadows. T &till had all the ftrength I'd been storing, but the flow of energy I could get from the
sun had weakened significantly.

Iakiis leaped into the air, whispering sorething to Ashlynn as he did so. She nodded,
spreading her wings and leaping from the rooftop. T had no time to watch her as Takiis engaged
Phillip and I, suramoning small blades of shadow in each hand. Summeoning my sword of light, 1
tried to block, but very quickly found him o be much quicker and agile in the air than1 thought,
taking a grazing slash to the arm.

Backing away, I raised one hand, gathering what light I could from the sun and using
energy Lhad stored to start forming an orb of light in my palm, sword il in my other hand.
Phillip tried to keep Igkiis busy, but the ancient lord, well, now king, was the better aerial
fighter, knocking Phillip bachwards and leaving the prince ftruggling to regain kis balance as
he Fell. Turning to me, Iakiis' face was a mask of pure fury.

“Tust like old times,” Isaid, hoping to lighten the mood. And &all for time,

“Thistime, Iwon't hold back,” he suaid, the fury, betragal, and haunted emptinessin his
eyes matching his tone.

[launched the orb of light at him, only for him to be ready. Clearly he'd leamed from
when I'd used this move on him before, as he caught the orb before it exploded and threw it right
back at me. Too focused on trying to absorb the energy before it could hurt me, I failed to see him
come dfter me until he slammed into tne, throwing me down. I slammed into the cadtle roof,
gasping in pdin.

Phillip came at Lakiis from behind, onlg for Iakiis to spin around and slash kim deross
the chest with a sword of shadows. Hs I rose to my feet, preparing to take off and join in the



fighting, Takiis got the upper hand, throwing Phillip inte me, knocking me over and leaving us
both sprawled owt on the roof of the castle,

1 could hedr screams from below. As I scrambled to the edge of the roof, Leould see the
gifted and the hippogyiff cavalry surrounding the people, capturing or sheoting down the few
who got away and made a break for it. T could see Lady Meghan and her guards clumped
together, sheltering as many people as possible. T thought I could see €mma, b from this
diftance I couldn’t tell. Above it all, Ashlgnn hoverad in the air, holding up aswirling orb of
moonlight as a threat, clearly the one giving the commands.

“You thought wou could Sop me, didn't you?” Iakiis asked tauntingly. “You thought you
couild jugt come here, say a few words, and get the throne bach. But that's not how it works.”

Looking out over the crowd, I could see that he was right. Ks people resisted, they were
cut down where they ftood, never even fanding a chance. It was hard not to give in to the
hopelessness, both my own and what Loould feel drifting from the crowd, strengthening as more
and more innocent people fell. I elosed my eyes, a single tear rolling down my cheek asLheard a
bla. Looking down, tears in my eyes, Eshiynn had thrown the orb of moonlight into the crowd
asa group tried to flee. Most [ag on the ground, either wounded or dijing, as shimmering bints of
moonlight dissipated from the radius of the blaét.

“Surrender now, dnd you and your friends can live,” he continued.

I looked up at him, the eclipsed sun in che distance, despair hardening into vage and hate.
I #tood up, feeling the sunlight fTickering around me in searing burdls, ftaring down Iakiis with
eges of flame, who looked back at me with faint amusement on his face. While his focus was
entirely on me, Phillip came out of nowhere and artacked him, knocking the hing of f balance.

“Iearus, got” he cried. As [akiis regained control, knoching Phillip back, Lsent a searing
burt of sunlight flying towards Iakiis, the radiant energy slamming into him and sending him
flging backwards. Out of the corner of my eye, X could see Phillip dive after him as1leaped from
the caftle roof. soaring down towards the crowd.

Rolling as1 landed, ducking between hippogriff riders before pushing my way through
the crowd, I was surrounded by panic, fear, and hopelessnass, the emotions washing over me in
an overwhelming torrent of despuir. Pushing through the crowd, I struggled towards the center,
where 1 could faintly hear the voice of Lady Meghan.

Stumbling inte the ring of the Rhgnian guards, someone grabbed my shoulders. Looking
into her eyes, Emma stood, shaking, her fear, confusion, hope, and fury all flooding into the air
around her.

*Tea, how do we fight this?” she asked, her voice shaking. I placed myg hands on her
shoulders, feeling how much she was shaking. “His voice, he just controlled us! H-and now
HAshlynn and the soldiers, and gou and Prince Phillip... what is going on™”



“T bought gou sorae tine by freeing gou from his control,” I said, jumping as a bolt of
shadow exploded in the crowd, “but I don't know how to fight the soldiers. By eclipsing the sun,
he's weakened me, but...” 1 Iooked over to where Iakiis and Phillip dueled in the shy, shadows
flying, ‘1 think he accidentally made Phiflip and the other Shadowsouls #tronger.”

“Including himself,” Smma pointed aut.

“Right but... thete has to be a limit to how far away the sun is eclipsed,” I said. “If we can
remove Lakiis from the pickure, Ican go after himn outside the eclipse and have an even match.
Bt he's tao powrerful for that ¢o [ust Iong, and he can probably just move the eclipse. But, if we
remove the army from the picture,..”

“Now gou're onto something,” €mma said softly, hope sparking in her eges and flooding
the air around her.

“1 don't khow if I have the strength to do it right now, but if I can get closer to the sun, I
might be able to draw more power from it,” I said. “If I can get even asingle rift open, push them
back through it as soon as it opens. Ldonw't know how long I can hold it, or if this will even work,
but it's worth a shot Can you get the orders to everyone?™

“On it,” she said, nodding before she pulied away, rushing towards the cenver of the
group, soldiers parzing for her as she passed.

I feaped into the air, l[aunching myselfupwards with a smalfl burs of sunlight. Ashiynn
immediately noticed me, tuthing tovwards me. s quickly as Lcould, I began to climb, facusing on
drawing in as mach sunlight as possible. Looking behind me, Ashlymn had abendoned her watch
over the people to chase me.

Pucting on a burdt of speed, I climbed higher amd higher, reaching for more and more
sunlight. The trichle of available power was #ill so thin, but the higher 1 got, the quicker I could
draw upon it, speeding up that small trickle ever so slightly.

“Learus! Stop where gou aret”

I looked behind me to see Ashlynn, moonlight ighting up one palm and a sword of
silvery light in her other hand I could feel the logalty, betrayal, rage, and the hints of hesitation
drifting from hez, her face an unreadable mask. Even though Iwasn't flying any higher, the
ground very far below us, I &ill kept drawing in what sunlight I could.

“Ashlynn, vlease,” I pleaded, holding up my hands in a show of peace. “Innocent people
are dying, T have todo this”

“What did they ever do for us? Ashiynn protested. “Look around gou! These people, they
never cared about us. In fad, if they'd have known what we ave, they would have killed us on the
spot. So why should I care about them?”

"Takiis tsn't going to fop at Hermont,”1 sdid. “This bloodshed isn't going to £op, notfora
[ong, Iong time. Do you really want gour time as quzen to be full of endless bloodshed?™



“He'll see reason,” she protested. “Without me by his gide, it would already be much
worse. But if gou keep resisting like this, he'll never stop fighting back against gou.”

*T wish Icould believe that,” I said softly, before darting higher in the shy, throwing a
lIarge bolt of energy az the sun. Slamming e the shadows eclipsing is, the bolt tore a hole inthe
shadoury covering, releasing a flood of energy, 5o much so fast that I could barely contain i,
before the shadows healed over the wound.

Ashlynm froze in her ¢tracks, the light shining from me illuminating ber and the fear that
broke through the unreadable mask that was her face. Raising one hand to eqch side, sunlight
burning in my palms, a glowing rift formed behind a gronp of gifted and hippogriff riders, the
people rushing towards them and forcing them bachwards through the rift. Closing it once they
were forced through, Lopened two move, each behind different groups of soldiers.

Continwing around, occasionally opening smaller rifts under pewerful individuals before
quickly closing them, tnying to reserve my energy enough that I could get all of themt. Wich only
a few soldiers feft, I closed the last rift, mg enargy mostly drained asItried to replenish it with
what little I could get from the sun. Just as I was about to dive back down, I froze, Ashlynn’s
sword at myy throat.

“What have you done to them?” Ashlgnn hissed, flying around to face me, her swword il
inches from killing me.

“I sent them ro the peninsula,” I said, telling the tuth. “Where they can’t hurt us”

Looking ever ot Phillip and lahiis, whatever hope1'd gained from sucressfully sending
the soldiers away wias gone in an indtance. Lakiis chrew Phillip off of him, blafting him through
d building before turning to fook at Ashlynn and L clearly aware of what I'd done. Shadows
swrirling around him, he rose higher and higher into the air. The sky began to darhen, the winds
picking up as they began to swirl around the growing mass of darkness around him. Ishiipn
backed off, fear radiating from her.

“What's going on? I ashed her, fruggling to ftay in the gir as the winds intensified, the
sky so dark that [ could barely draw upon anyg sunlighs.

“He only ever mentioned this power once,” she said, her sword dissipating as it slipped
out of her hand as she sftruggled to right herself, the wind buffeting her. “But it's one of the only
ways for hint to aceess his full power without serfous consequences for him.”

Every moment, the darkness swelled, and every moment it did, T anly grew more terrified
of what this power might be. Loching down, T could see that the people, including the few
reinaining soldiers loyal to Iakiis, were frozen, ftaring up at the darkness in fear.

Suddenly, the orb of darkness burst. Roaring, a large, reptilian creature, its body covered
in lorge, black, shadow-clad scales, its leathery wings spreading wide. Biinking its grey eges, the
creature landed, its tail lashing as it grabbed onto the roofs of four buildings with its serrated



claws, several of its under scales laced with purple. Itlooked up at us, faring at Ashlgnnand I
with its familiar grey eyes, ics horns shimmering in the faint light of the sun as they solidified. It
might have been my imagination, but the creature almost Jooked like it was smiling.

“In the past,” Eshignn whispered, the wind dging down as the shy slowly began to
lighten, “theg called this form of his & dragon. He hasn't used it in centvrtes, but...”

“ that'swhat it is,” I finished. “Can al! Shadowsouls do that™

“Onlg really; powerful ones,” she whispered back, the creature ftill flaring at us. “And
none were ds powerful ds him. There are also myths of Moonblessed turning into winged dire
wolves, and there are mentions of Sundancers turning into what they called a ‘phoenie,” but 1
have no idea what that is. The only thing I could find that was for sure not a myth is how
dangerous the ability is to use ”

The creature/dragon/whatever Iakiis had just... well, Lhad no idea if he'd summoned the
thing or arned into it. Kt leadt, not until it leaped into the qir, flapping its massive wings ds its
claws tore into the roofs of the buildings, collapsing one in the process, speaking as it took to the
shies.

“The games are over,” the creature hisged. Its voice was unmiftakably Iakiis’, and as he
flew into the air, I could see in kis eyes that the creature was indeed him. Raising one of his frons
claws as he spoke, he examined it as he continted. “People once praised this form. Worshipped
me as d god. And then people feared the power I had, despite the fad that I only wanted to
proied them. So I ftopped using it, even as I grew more powerful, even g5 this became the only
way to use Al mg power. But they £l feared me.” Sormchow, in this form. he shrugged, and it
actually locked like g shrug. “JInd if you fear me now, well, you won't be around much Ionger to
stayg afraid.”

Opening his mouth wide, dark flames of shadowr filled his throat, flooding outin the
space before him. Doing the only thing I could think to do, il low on power,  sent light
spiralling towards the peeple, weaving it into a shield above them. Tendrils of moonlight joined
them, solidifying the shimmering shield only moments before Iakiis breathed a long Jine of durk
fire at the pecple, the fire spreading ucross the shield as it threatened to breah. I poured
everything I had into that shield, faltering in the it slightly asmg power began to run out.
Hshlynn flew up beside me, adding her power into the mix, sparing the people from a slow death.
But the edges of the shield began to fail, dark fire seeping in avound the edges. People screamed,
failing to the ground as the flames consumed them. Trying to bliock out the people crying in
pain, I desperately tried to keep the shield up, altmot sighing in relief when Iakiis relented his
assault, dark flames surrounding the people and keeping them from leaving as the flames
climbed higher. Looking dowmn, only one of his soldiers was left, the other few remaining soldiers
having died in the fiery assault. The la#t Moonblessed lowered his hands, pulling some of the



threads of moonlight from the rupidly fading shield back to himself as he made his way to the
center of the group, weaving ftrands of prote@ion over the group as he made his way towards
the center.

A small, dark form flew up into the shy behind Inkits, distant and staall as il {Tew ot
from a damaged building. Iakiis looked out over the people, before glancing at me as I struggled
to stay in the air, exhausted from expending so much power.

“Tpoks like sameone decided to protect gour physical forms,” he said, his voice echoing
thirough the qir. “But wilf they proteét gour home? Your spirits?”

With an earth-shatrering roar, lakiis raised his two foreclaws, shadows condensing in
rippling masses in fis palms as the ground began cracking apart, shadowy flames emerging
from the rifts as theg opened. People fiumbled as the ground shook, the castle beginiting to
collapse ds a large xift formed under it. Releasimg the shadows in his palms, the rifts aying the
size they were, he turned and flew over the city, spewing dark fire over the buildings as he flew
over them in buréts, the flames catching as the smaller form flew over to us.

“He's spreading shadewfire,” Phillip panted when he reached Ashlgan and L “It doesn't
spread fast, but it's very deadly. Putting it out is a nightmare, since only strong will from the
person who ereated it or concentrated sunlight can extinguish the flames.”

“With the sun eclipsed, L can't draw enough energy to fight him,” Isaid, barely regaining
any strength from the sun anymore.

“Well, we have to do something!” Eshiynn cried.

My mind flashed back as1got an idea.

e

Skimming the book on Sunvancer theory, T came across ¢ page that had an illustration of a large biry, its
feathers colored a bright gole with hinis of orange. The entire page was writken in an anclent langnage,
but thera was one werd written above the Drawing in lakiis familiar haninoriting.

Fhoenix

“That page,” 1akiis saib, coming up behind me. “V knew there 2as one I forgot to franslate.”

“Cam wou translate #47” | ashed, hanving Rim the book.

“Soery 4ifted has a special ability that can oy be bsed by the most powerful members of their
kin2," he explaines, scanning the page with his grep eues. “Howeoar, very few can wse il sufely.”

“Can Jou use 17 ) ashed.

“] hawen’t im conturies,” ko sai0, “so who knows? Angwaps, Sundancers ransform by letting the
Tight take over, becoming one with it for & moment. Then, the Sundancer must take control in order o



transfarm, gaining contral over the ght. When they oo, they take the form of & phoenix, & powerfal biry
thatTeaves trails of ghovious light behing it when it fies. Or, atTeast that's how the book describes it~
“Am ] powerful enough to dothis? 1 asked, stanbing up and looking a4 the image on the page.
“We'lk have o wait an sse,” Fie saibr, handing the book back to me. “But Vo Tike to think you are. 11l
start teaching wou the basics tomorrow, and we'll find ous then if wou con.”

el

“Well, we have to do something!” Hshlynn cried.

Iblinked twice, shaking the memory from my mind.

“Phillip, can youopen a hole inthe eclipse?” 1 asked. It doesn’t have to be big, it judt has
to be shining on me.”

“Ithink sc,” he respanded.

“Then doit,” Lsaid to hins.

He raised his hands, shadows gathering on them as « hole began to form in the eclipse,
siowlyj widening. The light shone down on e, flooding me with power ina dizzging burdt. Very
quickly, 1 ftarted to wonder if I could hold on to it all. I knew I could hold a lot of power, hut I
was quickly redching what felt like a linit, the salid floor refusing to give,

“Bshlynn,” 1 said, panting as the intensity of the power increased, “go protedt the people
down below.”

She nodded, Iooking like she wanted vo say something before turning away and diving
towazds the people, blocking a spray of shadowfire as it came dangerousiy close to the crowd. I
closed my eyes. Ldidn't have enough power, but the floor I could feel when I tried to expand how
much I could hold felt solid as ever. The more 1 pressed ugainst it, the more L could tel] there was
something beyond, something more, but it refused to give. Gritting my teeth, I slammed
everything Thad against it, cracking it every so slightly. Very aware I didn’t havé much tirae, I
repeatedly threw my power againgt the {Ioor, finally craching it open.

1 gasped, my eyes flging open. A vast well of power opened up to me, thelight flooding
through e es the power I thought I couldn’t hold found ics place. Reaching inte that well T
never redalized I kad, power I mugt have locked away when [ &arted denging my abilities asa
child, Lerossed my arms over my chedt, sunlight burning in my palms as light began to swirl
areund me, wrdpping me in a coceon of warmth. A light breeze began to pick up as more and
more light pathered around me. Soon, I could see nothing beyond the soft, golden glow, the light
seeping into me. Pain flared as the light began to flood through me, but I closed miy eyes,
remembering the texts, and [et go, [eteing the light tear me apart.



The pressure intensified, and I could feel myself becorning one with the light, spreading
ourt to fill the cocoon of Tight. s 1 began to brush the edges of the cocoon, I grabbed onto the
Light, pulling it in asT began to take physical form once more. My feathers solidified, covering
me in a reassuring warmth, my talons forming as my arms became one with my wings. Cutling
up as small as I eould, drawing in the light, I threw iy wings wide open, burdting the cocoon of
light as T let out a criumphant cry, my beak sharp and strong.

I looked over at Phillip, who seened much staaller than L remembered, his eges filled
with awe as he [ooked at me, hope drifting from him in wuves as he heid open the hole in the
eclipse. Looking out over the people, 1 could fee] their awe and hope from all the way up here,
and in the distance I could see Iakiis, no longer seeming so lurge, setting fire to the island. He
paused, turning 1o look in my dirs@ion.

“Inkiis!" I cxied, my voice booming.

“So the phoenict has come out to play?™ he taunted as he flew back this vay. He waa il
much larger than me, landing on four rooftops, Sepping into a large patch of shadowfire as he
Iended, while I only required a single rooftop to land or, my talons gripping the top of the roof’s
peak. T was wondering when you'd find that well of power you kept locked up.”

“So you hinew about that?” Yasked. Even in this form, I couldn’t feel his emotions,
however, I could see what looked [ike faint chains of shadow around his heart, and what looked
to be a gaping, empiy void where I would find emotion.

“You didn't7" hie countered. “Bfter all those years of hiding, gou didn’t realize that you
locked away your true potential?”

“How do gou always seem to know things that I never told you?" Lashed.

“Moonblessed have powers over the physical forms of people, Sundancers may have
alleged powers over people’s souls and emotions, but Shadowsouls have power over the mind,”
he explained. “How do gou thinh I can control people? How do gou think I can read minds and
transmit messages mentally?

“You can read minds? [ asked, willing a shield of sunlight to ferm around mine.

“You were always hard to read, even before you put that littie shield up,” he said. “Don’t
think I didn’t notice that. But, no worries, since [ don't need to read your mind to know thatgou
want to ftop me.”

“That's faix,” I said, trying to shrug nonchalantly.

“So deo it,” he said, spreading his wings. “Stop me.”

I new it was o trap, but I launched myself into the air as ke tensed, preparing for me fo
dive at him. However, I quickly flapped ray wings, sending bolts of sunlight from the tips of my
feathers. He threw up a shield of darkness, absorbing the bolts that would have hit him, but the



others found their marks, sinking into patches of shadowfire and putting them ou,
extinguishing part of the ring kesping the people trapped and the buildings around them.

“Go, now,” Leried as Iakits ook off, ducking beneath him as he Iaunched himself towards
me. Shooting upwards, beating mg wings and flying higher into the shy, I spun around to find
hitn following me.

Suddenly diving downwards, I caught him by surprise, twisting around and raking my
claws down his underbelly as ke roared in pain, ducking out of the way as he lashed our with his
claws. He may have had the advantage when it came to size, but I was more agile.

Looking over my sheulder, [barely saw the ftream of shadowfire he launched towards
me until itwas altodt too Late. I narrowly aveided getting diredIy hit, shadowfire singing my
tailfeathers. Flgmg out towards the coast, trging to lure Iakiis away from the people, I flapped
my wings, sending a trail of burning sunlight behind me, launching me forwards. Fiying out
over the coadtline, I could see my reflection in the water, the reflettion of a giant, glorious bird,
her eyes blue and her feathers shimmering gold with orange undertones, hints of red on the tips
of her wings and her tail feathers.

I spun arcund 1o face Iakiis as he soared over the beach, the birming city $ill visible on
the horizon. Sunlight dancing on the tips of my wings, I flewupwards, forcing him te lack wp to
keep his eges on me. Slamming my wings downwards, I sent a single, strong beam of light arcing
towards him, searing the scales en his back as he hissed in pain. Shadows gathering in his claws,
Iwas forced to duck back over the shore to avoid the lashing tendrils of darkness he sent my
way. Too focused on dodging the shadows, his tail slammed into my chest, knocking me to the
ground. Laging on my back, I struggled to get my talons under me as ke hovered above me.

“Thought you were clever, weren’t fou?” he taunted. “Bringing me away from the city.
Hwayj from the friends who could help you.”

He raized one of his front talons, shadows switling in his peln. Bs [ prepared for the
blow, he locked out towards the city, a look of anger crossing hisface. Leaving me, he inétead
used the shadows to propel himself forwards flging dway towards the city.

Fruftrated, I sent a burst of sunlight into the ground below me, Iaunching rve up into the
air. [ floundered around, my wings flopping wildly through the dair, before Iregained control,
once again taking ftight as I shot towards the city, hoping against hope that I would make it in
time.

Lakiis flew over the city, much of it £ill ablaze with shadowfire, soaring towards the
crowd in the remains of the cadtle courtyard, surrounded by flames and rubble. Two bolts of
shadow launched towards the group, one ftriking down the Moonblessed soldier, the other
aimed tewdrds Bshlynn, She threw up a shield of moonlight, the light weak as she ran out of
power. The shadows tore through the shield, knoching her down. Phiilip, abandoning his



attempts to open a rift out of there, rushed over to her, helping her to her feet as her wings foded
away. Ldesperately tried o catch up to Lakiis as he opened his mouth, shadowfire dripping onto
the street below. Seeing the space between him and the buildings below, I threw a blaft of my
power behind me, knowing that if T dide't make it, all of them would die.

T shot beneath him, drips of shadowfire dripping onto my back and birming my feathers
before flickering out as [ threw mgself in his path, turning to face him as he launched the deadly
flamnes. Theg slammed into my chef, the buraing pein almost unbearable, But T held my ground,
hovering between him and the people as he launched his dark fire at me, absorbing it s 1letout
a ery of pain and triumph. He narrowed his eyes, clenching his foreclaws into fists as he one final
burst of flame at me. I closed my eres, throwing everything LThad into blocking that attack.

It slammed into me, tearing through my defenses. My eyes slammed open for a moment
as he closed his mouth, shock in his eges as I began to fall, slowly reverting back to my human
form as Lelosed my eyges.

In the darkness, [ could feel the pain tearing through me as I forcefully was sent back
into my body, tumbling to the ground. I gasped, opening my eyes. My navy tunic was all but
burned away, a top of pure shimmering gold replacing it and covering my chest in whae felt like
frong but thin fabric, my wings free to raove &ill. My leggings weren't in a much better Sate,
golden shorts with thin bits of sheer fabric hanging from the waist in two pieces and conneting
to the bach taking their place as theg burned away. Very aware that people were staring ar my
new clothes made out of solidified sunlight, T rose to my feet, walking to the front of the crowid
and faring up at Iakiis, who was s4[l in dragon form.

“You would sacrifice gourself for these people? he asked, cocking his massive head to one
side, “Hfter all they've done to hurt you?

“They’ve done nothing to gou,” I shouted, having to raise my voice to be heard now that I
was no longer in phoenix form. *Why do gout hurt them?”

Loohing wp at him, I could see that 1 had done some damage to him, blood dripping from
the gashes in his underbelly that Td given him. Looking closely, 1 conld see a long scar across his
che&, the same one he had in human form, Even without being in phoenix form, I could see the
chains around his heart and the void in place of his emotions. But it was mwich cloudier now,
much harder 1o see. But it had worked tc free Phillip...

Getting a runring storr, 1 leaped into the air, keeping my eyes on lakiis the whole time. |
had a decent amount of power left, but not much. Cautiously, a sent a small flicker of sunlight
dancing into that void. It almost seemed at home there, able to fill the space for a moment,
before it faded away. Iakiis looked at me, confused.

“What was that suppesed to do?” he asked,



1 didn’t respond, in®ead looking up at the eclipsed sun. The hole Phillip had torn in the
shadows hadn't fixed itself entirely, and two smaller holes were Sarting to form. [akiis noticed
where I was looking, and waved one claw, shadows swirling around it. The holes started to fill in,
only to open wider.

“What the...” Iakiis hissed, his brow furrowed in confusion

Wordlessly, I launched myself higher into the sky, feeling the gaze of the people on me.
As I flew higher and higher, I pulled more ané more power towdrds me, the holes in the shadows
widening. I continned to climb, getting higher and higher as I drew in more and more power. 1
didn't dare try to take on my phoenix form again, inftead ftoring the sunlight as [ grabbed hold
of it. Tooking behind me, Takiis was gaining on me, geiting closer and closer.1sent a large bolt of
searing energy at him, Ruocking him away. He barely righted himself in time to avoeid hitting
the ground, which was getting so, so far away. I continued to climb, replenishing more and more
energy, to the point where I couldn’t fore it all as it swirled around me in a brilliant mass of
+ light.

The people ware becoming an indiftinguishable mass below me, as I gained more and
mere height, too far away to pick out any individuals, Ickiis slowlg began to fly towards me, but
as I flew higher, the sunlight started to bum, stabblng me in sharp bolts as it tried to join my
absorbed energy. I hesitared, stopping in the air where I was.

“Tearus!” lakiis cried as he drew closer. “Don’t fly any higher!”

“You want to khow what it feels [ike?” I ashed him, my voice booming. “To be hopelessly
overpowered?™

I thrust my hands ontwards, sending all the energy surrounding me, as well as most of
the very deep well of power I'd ftored, out in a brilliant burst of light, the radiant wave
slamming into Iahiis and sending him falling from the sky, his draconic form fading as he fell,
until he was in his hvanan form once again. Hs the light washed over the city, it put out the
shadowfire, healing over the cracks in the ground lakiis had formed with his shadows. A5 Lakiis
ftopped his fall, his wounds carrging over to his human form, I noticed that his clothes had also
changed, leaving him shirtless and wearing dark pants that went halfway down his calves,
looking ds though they were made out of his own sceles. Hewas barefoot, much in the same way
I was, the codt of changing forms having burned away his old clothes.

Looking at him a5 he advanced, I flew higher, absorbing sunlight in waves as it washed
over me. The shadows covering the sun were almost completely gone, the light floeding through
me. As I climbed higher and higher, I could fee! zomething just out of reack. But whatever it wds,
it felt right.

The air was colder up here, but the sunlight surging through and around me kept me
warm as I slowly climbed higher and higher, ftruggling against both gravity and the swirling



powers around me to get closer o the sun, in hopes of inaily reachivg that thing. The sunlight
tore into me, buming as it slammed into my bnuised and battered form. But #ill X climbed
higher, until all at once, a presence washed over me.

It the sky, I could see the form of a man, his glowing eyges familiar from what I'd seen in
my dreams.

“Tearus...” he said, his voice familiar. “Take my hand "

He held out my hand. I reached forit, so elose but so far from him. Struggling closer, I
continued to reach for him.

“Iearus!” Iahiis screamed from below me, gemuine panic in his voice.

Ireached the man, exhausted and in pain from the flight and the sun's light tearing into
me, but when I grabbed his hand, I felt a msh of power flood through me. I tumed around facing
Iakiis as he hovered far below me, the crowd, despite being so very, very far away, becoming
clearer The presence shrowded me, partially protedting me from the sun's vengednee.

“Takiis,” the presence spoke, his voice commanding as he looked down at Iakiis.

“Father...” Iakiis whispered, his face fall of disbelisf. It was in that moment I realized
who the presence was.

“The First Bing,” I whispered in awe.

“My son,” the Firft King said, addressing Iakiis, “I failed you. But this..”

“Tdid it for gou!” Inkiis said. “To prove that I'm worthy of being your son!”

“Did gou? the Firs King asked. The Jonger he shrouded me, the more I began to feel the
drain of the sun’s light on me. nd while allowing the Fir&t King to exist was draining my
energy, the sun was replenishing it so quickly vhat 1 &ill was facing an onslaught of birrning
sunlight. “Or did gou do it to fill that void in gour heart? The veid preventing gou from feeling
things fully, except for the feelings of scorn, resentrent, and jealousy youwve always had?”

“L..” Ighiis protedted as a memory washed over me.

Young lakiis, still a child, lagi asleep. The First King stoo? over bis Shadowdancer som, trawing the
sunlight from the bon. 1t 1sft behind a gaping void, £ 70id the First King could see woutd only grom over ting,
bud i+ was too Fisky fo allow him to keep this power. Even a5 it Lare sway his son's feelings, his empathy, he
Teft belino the ability tolove. As chains of shadow wyapped around his son’s heart, he conld se¢ the coloness
the futire had in store for his son, the lonely nights ke'd face, the crippling cold Re fedd, rébucing him to
wars, the ristance hie'd feel from the humans. He wasn't supposed to be & Sundancer, and although the First
King 2idw’t regret giving him those powpers so that bis second son couly one day be born normal, he 1 wish
he TNt have 10 sake the poirers away. Dut the futire nesed ta be praserved.

“You sacrificed gour son’s life for the future?” I asked the First King, coming back to my
senses.



“Idid what I had to,” ke whispered to ie. He looked down at the son whose life he
destreged, the son who was bleeding, battered, and cold because of it, “I $Hll have been holding
on to hiz powers, but to give thein back now would be hard.”

“The Scarne Som il fuce his hardest fight,” I recited, flashes of visions fTickering before my
eyzes. “The fight ¢o control his full powers.”

“What?” the First King asked. “That’s not what that line means.”

“The Sun's Daughier will rise to make things vight,” I continued. “I rise up here, meet with
you, give hit his power back, and make things right. Fix the wrengs of the past. Sparks of ofo will
ignite when you show up, and The darkness will be one with the liaht when the Iadt living
Shadewdancer gets his powers back®

“The prophecy means that you make things right for the Island Kingdoms by sacrificing
bath your oum life and Lakiis’ in one final moment of glory, your powers mixing together to
reshape the world,” the Firft King said. “That’s how I saw it ih mg dyging moments. That's how it's
meant to go.”

“But that future ends with che defiru@ion of the world!” I argued, struggling agains the
growing pressure of the sun, seeing the vigsions flashing before my eyes.

“Yes, s01 can do things right when I rebuild everything and ftazt over,” the Fird King
said. “You can’t see beyond that point because you die. But 1 can. No one knows dbout the
disaster that is this world, and all theg know is harmony.” ,

“Tcan see the other futures, same as you,” I told him. “The world is flawed, bat thar's how
it's supposed to be. No matter what you try, it'll wind up this wag arypways. But if gou let the
world continue, a hew golden age farts, where the rubbfe of the kingdoms is pieced back
together mto a better world.”

The Firét King sighed. I faltered for a morment, the sunlight energy searing through me.

“Yourre right,” he admitted, “Finish this, Icarus.”

With that, he faded away, [eaving me with a single glowing orb of power and the full
force of the sim tearing through me. I gasped, fruggling againg it, before briefly closing my
eges and unleashing itall in d single burst.

Iakiis cried out, the sphere of light slarming into his chest and filling the vaid, the
chains around his heare shattering as his emotions burf out in a cloud around him, a mix so
#rong that I couldn't pick out one feeling from another as tears filled his eyes. My eyes wide
open, both of us began to fall, the light searing my wings and immoehilizing thera.

Everything felt like it was happering in slow motion. The two of us rmbled through the
air, falling the long way down ¢¢ the ground. The sunlight continued to attack me, leaving me in
trails of energy az I fell farther awag from the sun, unable to hold on te its power. Some of it



made its way over toIakiis, dancing around him. He absorbed some of it, but mosk of it left after
amoment,

1 could hear people crying out as L began to get closer to the crowd. Lakiis was finally able
to right himself, regdining control shortly before e would have hit the ground and most likely
died, before launching himself back up into the air as L eontinued to fall. Loould hear Phillip
shout something as he took to the skies, Inumching himself towards me os Ishlynn used the last
of her power to summon her wings and de the same. The three of their emotions washing over
me, I closed my eges and waited for the crash Tknew was coming.

1 could feel the mix of energies swirling around me as they tried to slow my fall, but
eventaally, I slaramed into the groumd, falling into the cold embrace of darknass.

Y&t
Cold surroundeo me. ) opened my eqes, floating in che air above the wreckage of Asrmons, the crowre stirring
below me. | coulo hear them talking, but gventhing soundsd as though | was underwater. Then, il of ¢
subden, T cowlh hear them, their murmurs of shock ds 4 single, srmore? form yushes threugh the crow?, her
shert vark hair in 1o braids thas barely brashed her shoulders, her sky Blue cape torn.and her silver
srmor partially coveredin dust from the ruins,

“Let me throngh? she oried, pushing through the crowd. “Please, let me sec herl”

Looking ower, ] saw three forms hudtle? around something. Tokiis stumbleb back and away from
the group, tears in his opes and & horrified look o his face. PRilip and Ashlynn knoeleh over what lookey
Tike & boby, Phillip franticaly searohing for sians of life, his bark wings tense. Ashlynn's wings, already
half transparent, faved as her palm bt wp with the last of her power.

“I'mbarely secing angthing,” Philkiy saiv, his voice shaky ony filled with panic.

Ashlynn close? her eyes, phacing ber faintly glowing patm on the limp form. The guard van up w0
them, letting out a horrifiod gasy as she Laid eyes on the Viryp form, tears streaming down her face. Ashiunn
opened her eies and mek e Oary’s eyes, tears in her syes.

“T'm sorry, Emma,” she whispered. “Luca’s among the bea?, and..."

She trailed off. ) inched closer, gasping and stumbling back when1 saw wha the form was.

They wers knseling over my Hmp bovy, my epes closed, wings sprawldd ond, one clearly broken. A
small pudtle of blood soaked g back, and there was & kine of dark, purple bruises on my chest, as woll as
faint, ghostly marks from the shavowfire, nearly impoessible fo see.

“T’'s not lov luds,” Phillip said, panicking. “HEs hot. She's still sorta breathing. The suw'sbeating
Yown. She has to suryive, right? She hasto..”
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“Phiklip,” Jakiis said weakiy, } surned to face hint at the same time Phillip 7. He hao his arms held
out in front of him, and was staring at them asboth shavows and sunlight swirle? arownd them. The
shabows iricd 10 beat avrag; the sunTight, but it was still orawn to him anyiways.

“What ¥id pou 2o ko her,” Phillip snapped, rising to fils fost and storming over to Takiis.

“Voor't know! dakiis oried, T have no ived what's happening 1o me, why everything changed so
sudderdy, And now the sundight's attracten to me? He wrapped his arme around himself, and evon in this
aut-of-body state 1 wae in, 1 could foel the potent mixof fear, unceriainiy, self-loathing, rearet, quilt, and
IEnis of all the other emations heDnever fully been able to feol With the voio Blacking them. T can feel your
hostiligy. T can feek ho sorvowr in the air, the emotions Ivifting from adl of you, and1 hawe no ivea whyr

“lcarus.”

1 turned around to find the Firel King waiching me.

“What's happening? 1 ashed. “Why am 1 fiere like this™

“You might want to say gonr goodbges,” he said solemnii,

“What? 1 aske?, stumbling back.

“You were always moant to e heve,” the First King satd sofily. “I'm o sorry, Tearus, but that's how
it's meant to be.”

“No,” I safr weakiy “No, na, thiscan’t be, 1-1 only got imenty two years to fivel T caw't fust die here,
not when I'm the last Sundancer...”

“You won't be the last,” he sath. “\akiis is a Shadowdancet, s0 he can pass on the gift. Adhlynn and
Phillip beth have traces of the genetics, as o many people in the kingboms. One vay, there will be ansther
Sundancer when the world needs one most.”

“S0 1 was never more thon a tool?™ 1 asked. “A means for an end? Just like your son

“You meant so muchmore than that to me,” the First King said, walking over to me and placing one
hand onmy shoulder. “1 Watched over you every step of the wan, an¥ 1 am so proud of youn.”

1 putled caway, ignoring the flash of hurs o his face,

“So thisis it? | asket sharply. 1 vie, lakiis is keft with no one to help him laarn to use his powers,
anb one d0ay there will be another Sunbancer who ot Wil ikse as Fowr (00} to steer she futnre along the
path o want it to go doum® '

“This worly is not realdy for the kind of power Sundancers have,” fie 5610, “One of the biagest
mistakes ] made Wwas giving them so much pawer. 1 showfd have kopt the ability to see the future to muself,
the ability o spoak with the Yeab to ust me, but 1 viom't. MoowHaht can be taudhi te projcct what gow mant,
shadoirs remember the past, and was stupi enough to allow Sundancers to harness the sunbight's ability
to knowr what comes newt. So1 allowel those three Sunbancers o kilk me, knowing that it woulvleav to a
purde in the Sundancer population, until thers was anly one lefi. Because their powver was too great, and
shoulon’t be allawed vo exist”

“Toisagree,” 1 tol) bim.



“You're biased,” he arqued.

“Fmlocking at the same fwrmres gon are,” | 1ol him. “The world is ready for Sunboncers. You are
just 100 A t0 try, instead opting to stay on the safer routs, to control everything nourself. Maybe that's
where Takiis and Jultus got their tendency to be bal rulers from. 1£ 5 all from you, their father, being o bav
king. And yet, we all iholize you anyways.”

“Did lakiis ever kel ou what Aermont and Brimont transiats to? the First King askev. 1 shook mjy
how?. “Briment means brohen one. Takiis never bnaw, but | gave him that name because 1’7 broken him,
and Was tvUing to signal him that. Yoo t think ke sver actua¥ly got the message. Bus Rermoni_.. Hermond
means ‘ghorious ane.” An while Julius sort of Hued up to that title, you are the one the nome was meant for.
Ard pou v Tive up toit.”

“So Tet me Vive up to it some more,” | argued. “You and ! both can see the futire. There ar¢ some
really qood ones, much befter than most of the ones where 1216 ane am nnakle 1o stop things from
happening.”

“Yes, but you also see the one where your descenvants grow too powerful,” ke saib. “That one's too
Tikely to rish.”

1 shagen silent, sesing the images of flamws, Destruetion, ant & pair of Sundancers bearing some
Yesemblance b0 me ot the heart of it 1T, An idea pappevinte my head, along with new futwres.

“What if " 1 said. “What if gow made it 50 } can never have chilren. Then that future never
happens, and the anes where other Sunbancers sake their place are less Hkely,”

“Arg pow sure dou ward this™ the First King asked. “Once ] vo this, there is no chanaing it

“Tm sure,” | said, only hesitating sighth. “T'v rather live out my [ife than ¥ie here.”

“learus, wail.”

1ooking betion? the First King, ) coulb sec Ewro forms, ane make and one female 43 thoy ook shape.
One was fulius Asymont, and the other...

“Mother!” ) cried, taking o step towarts her bofors hesitating.

“Joarus, we are so proud of uow,” she said, smiling with tears in her eues as she ook mo in.

<¢venif 1 don't join you now,” 1 10Tk them, Yeoking from mj mothsr to my father, “TH be with you
one Tay, And who knows? Maybe 1'W aet to talk to you bejore then.”

“Ioaruis, we may have never mot,” Julins said, “but know that 1loved you, anb longed fo be with
you. Ano now, watching over you these vast fowr months, 1 car sap that ! am proud of pou. Y1I¥ wait for you,
just as B wait for my brother. Just... 2o me o favor and toll Philliy anb Takiis that 1 love them.”

1 will, father,” | saiD, tears in my eyes. | Yomaed to run over and hug them, but1 2iim’t know i
cowld, Turning back to the First King, F nodoed.

The First King beaan to chant in ar ancient language, pain fearing through me. 1fell to my hnees,
gasping as burning eneray flooved through me. Looking ap at the First King and my parents, who waved ot
me as they fabed away, sitenst fears bogan to flow Doxm my chesks. The First King finished bis chant,



hotving an arb of Hight in one hand, He walke? over to me showly, using his other hand to telekineticatly Vift
et my feet.

“Untilwe moet again, loarus,” he saib, a faint smile on his face as he presssb the arb of Tight inko
my chest. 1 closed myj eyes, varkness surrounding me. T could barely feel the ground bencath me, the pain of
m3 broken wing, brivises, burns fram the shadowfire, and what were probabily broken vibe, byt before the
varkmess fully took hold, 1 conl hear ane Tast part of the argument betmwreen 1akits and Phillip, ant
fAshiynn’s words as she interrupled them.

"She's alive! Guus, stop fighting, | have signs of lifel

TF1 conlo have moved, 1 would have smiled as 1 drifts into the soft darkness that beckons? me.

y&X¢
FOUR DECADES LATER

“Do gou, King Phillip Hermont, solemnly swear that youw'll honar gour queen, and be Ioyal to her
until the day gou part?

“Ido,” Phillip said, all the emotions flooding from him in waves.

“Do you, Aivae Florian, solemnly swear to uphold the ideals of this kingdom ds its queen,
and to honor gour king and be loyaf to him until the day you part?™

“Ido.”

“Then I pronounce both of you, King Phillip Sermont and Queen Avae Hermont, husband
and wife,” the man said. Avae, who years ago Phillip had revealed as his long-time secret [over,
pulled Phillip in for a kiss, the two embracing as they pulled apart. Despive the titue that had
passed, she was ikl gouchful like him, in part because of him sharing his immoralicg with her.

That night, standing on the roof of the caftle as the paﬁy raged on in the cadtle, the
sunset painting the sky in shades of red, orange, blue, and purple, Avae and Phillip $tood
together, looking ot owver their kingdom. Lady Ashlignn Brimont $tood on one side of me, Lord
Lakiis Brimont on her other side.

“It’s nice to get some fresh alr, isn't 17 [ashed.

“Hnd to get away from that mess of emotions,” Igkiis remarked. I chuckled a [ittle,
agreeing with him. “Your gift is sronger than mine. How do you take it?”

“Until I came back here through the Shadowveil before everything happened, I couldn’t
sense that,” [ admitted. *It wast’t until after I'd trained in the Shadowed Lands that | could do
that, after I'd stopped trging to pretend I didn't have this power.”

“Auntie Icarus™



[ turned around to see lirtle six gear old Mia Briraont running towards me, a Iook of pure
jouy on her little face, her tiny silver wings flapping behind her as she ran. Lsmiled, kneeling
dovwn and picking her up, her brown eyes shining, her soft brown hair in two small braids, one of
which brushed against my hand.

“How are you, Mia?” Tasked, spinning around as I lifted her up into my arms. Her joy
was infedtious, and it was impossible net to srnile. Out of the corner of my ege, Lcould see Inkiis
and dshlynn doing the same.

“Tired,” she admitted. “But L had 10 come see you! Anud Uncle Phillip?

“In public you have te call him King Phillip, sweetie,” Ashlynn said, holding out her
arms. [ carefully handed her her daughter, smiling as she held her tight. “But right nov, it's just
us, 50 gou can say what gon wont.”

*IIove you, Mommy,” Mia said, holding her mother tight.

The door to the rooftop swung open. I turned around, €mma and her girlfriend, Avery,
witlking through the door, both in blue dresses. I walked over to them, smiling.

“Look who decided to be festive and wear the colors of their homeland,” 1 said.

*$Says the girl in gold and white,” €mma retorted, raising one eyebrow. "Hnd if It were up
to me, I'd be in my anmor right now, Dresses are pot my thing.”

She had a point. My gold and white top, nyy wings free, both having thankfully healed
right after the fall I took that fateful day, and my white and gold skirt were both meant to
represent my fatus as the only Sundancer, although with Inkiis being ¢ Shadowddancer I didn't
know if Icounted as the only one angmore.

“It's so Ioud down there,” Hvery sdid quietly. Her dark brown hair shone in the fading
Tight of the sun as she brushed a frand out of her face, despite the grey nimning €hrough it.

“Want fo join us?" | gshed them, gefturing towards the others on the rooftop. “We also
came up here for fresh air”™

“Sure,” €mmda said, following me over to the edge of the rooftop.

€ventually, we all found ourselves in a line with Phillip and Avae, &anding on the edge
of the roof, €mma and Avery on the other side of Bvae, Phillip next to me, Iakiis on my other side,
Ashlynn holding Mia on his olher side.

*IL have to ask,” Avae said. “How mory of you here are immortal™

Phillip, lakiis, Ashignn, and I all raised our hands.

“Mia also is very likely to be at least somewhar immortal, if not completely,” Lakiis said.

“Wow,” Avery sdid, looking down the line.

“If gou want, you can raise your hand,” Phillip told Avae. “T've alreqdy ftarted sharing
my itamortality with you. If gou want, I could make gou immorta! too.”

*T'm #tarting to feel left out over here,” Emma johed.



“We could do something about that,” ! offered.

“T'll pass,” she seid. *1 know Ashlynn afready took up the offer, and Tm guessing Queen
Hvae here will too, but I'd rather live my life krowing there's an end. Because I guess Tve always
seen the end of something as what gives it meaning.”

Ilocked out gt the dusk shy. Once, before I'd reqlized I was imumortal, I'd thought the
same thing, trying to de as much as I could before T grew old, fiready, mma’s hair was Areaked
with grey, and although she was /il #rong and agile, that might also only be because of how in
shape she was from being o command erof the Rhynian Honor Guard for the past forty gears. [
had no idea how much time I had eft with her, and had been trying to make sure I made every
moment COunt,

“Remember that time I gave you spedtrel win s for a Little while?™ Isaid, smirking as I
iooked over at her.

“Where are gou going with this, Ica? she asked, suspicion radiating from her, as well as
curiosity.

“What do you say? I asked. “While we're all together, one more flight together while we
have time. I mean, if we’re not going to take part in the party down there, why don't we heave our
own?

“Train,” Avery said quietly. Emma looked at her. “What? Who knows how much time we
have left? We're getting old, so might as well seize the moment and enjoy ourselves”

Hshlynn wordlessly sumumoned her silvery wings, her dark grey dress containing slits in
the back for them to form, Phillip turned tc Avae, who grinned at him.

“Our first adventure as a married couple? he asked, holding out otte hand as he
summoned his own wings, unclipping his black wolf hide cape and revealing hig Hghr grey sait
also had stits in the back. She took his hand, and spectral wings of shadow appeared on her back.

Hshlgnn handed Mia to lakiis, walking over to fvery and holding out her hand, giving
Avery spectral wings of moonlight. I walked over to 6mma, holding one hand out in a silent
offer. 3

“You always did know how to get me to go aleng with your crazy ideas,” she chuckled,
taking my hand ds shimmering wings of light appeared on her back. Grinning, I fepped past
her, Ieaping off the roof into the night sky. Looking behind me as the others did the same, Mia
spreading her little wings and flying o her own, I cheered, nog caring who heard,

This is why 1 wantey te live, T thought, thinking bach to that day. Fol can Wve my life how
chagse, anb bive it with my friends, Because this is my [ifs, anl mine alone,

Soaring with the people T cared about most, I'd never felt so free, so willing to face
whatever life threw at me next, without a care in the world, [ ignored the vision that flickered
into my head, choosing this moment, this life I was going to lead. And nothing would fop me.
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