Cold as Ice
Duran’s boots sunk into the snow. Oh how he hated the snow. To be fair, usually when snow came to Forcena for a few days every year, Duran couldn’t help but be lifted by its silent charm, turning the land to a blissful white. Of course there he was usually sitting beside a warm fire, not freezing to death in armour that was far too heavy for the weather. In retrospect he should have just brought scale armour with him, but he just didn’t feel right without that weight on him, far too much like a duelist. Whilst his new power was refreshing, he still didn’t feel right attempting to be offensive, that wasn’t the paladin’s way. There was never any need for it, Kevin and Hawk had that area covered in spades, making sure that fireball that would knock them for six hit him instead of anyone else was his job. It was a painful one to be sure, but he didn’t see anyone else running around with newly fashioned armour and a magic resistant shield.

Unfortunately, now, heavy armour just helped him sink faster and sinking was not fun when it left you knee deep in the freezing cold. He used to wonder why an Altenan girl like Angela would wear such, well he had to say it, delightfully, skimpy clothing when she came from a continent that was almost always perpetually covered in ice. The answer seemed obvious now, flaunting the fact that you had mana powered heating was probably a great way to impress stupid foreigners as you silently beggared them for everything they were worth.


Altenans were crafty like that but he didn’t like thinking of Angela that way. He had before, now, it just didn’t seem right, not after the way she’d come to him that night. He’d never seen her more vulnerable and she’d come to him, not Hawk, not Kevin, him. He still couldn’t believe that, not just that she’d come to him, but that entire night. In fact he couldn’t believe the past week, she was relentless. Not that he was growing tired of it, he wasn’t, but the fact that she even had vague feelings for him was shocking.

Unfortunately, the way events had panned out meant that a repeat of that night in Forcena was somewhat unlikely. Especially considering he didn’t think anyone knew of their relationship. So Duran had to make do, like he did with virtually every single relationship in his life, with a kiss and a cuddle here and there as and when Angela decided that she was in the mood. Oh the princess, well, queen, he always saw her as a princess, was in the mood often enough. But sometimes he’d be left with a kiss on the cheek where he was sure his lips were warranted. It was probably just some weird form of Altenan courtship, all he knew is that when he did get what he wanted, well, he performed far beyond his normal expectations. For all the cold got at him and for all the world was falling apart around him, at least something was going vaguely in his favour.


Yet his thoughts wandered from his Altenan delight. She was bobbing through the snow ahead of him without the slightest trouble. To his surprise earlier that day, Angela actually had clothing suited to the cold weather. Somehow she managed to make mittens seem risqué. Not that he didn’t like it, but sometimes he wished more of those clothes were reserved specifically for him.

His thoughts meandered back to the cold in his toes and what he could swear was frostbite. Duran consoled himself, they’d reach Altena castle soon. Even without mana the place was meant to be an oven. By the time Angela had announced the waning of mana, Altenan engineers had been swarming over the entire city trying to establish a heating system of sorts which didn’t rely on the queen using her magical power to heat everything. He wondered if they’d succeeded.


It didn’t really matter though, by the time he actually got inside the city he was fairly certain he’d be in a situation where he wouldn’t notice the cold. The plan was simple really. Angela knew of secret passages in Altena that led from inside the walls to the throne room. Whilst she sneaked through there and rallied her people from inside the castle, he alongside his friends would attack from without. Getting into the walled city would have been a hard part, but his beautiful, ever wise, archmage had made sure there were tunnels that went underneath them that were only known to her and the people who had constructed them. Of course, it just so happened that the engineers had been exiled as soon as the work was done, or at least that’s what Duran was told had happened to them.

Angela claimed to have wanted the tunnels so she was never locked outside her city again but really they doubled as a method of getting supplies into the city during a siege. By the time Altena was ready to crack most enemies; in fact all enemies would have given up and gone home. Of course, that benefit was largely irrelevant for the moment. Five people laying siege to a city would be rather ridiculous after all, even if they were mana knights.

Duran grunted as an entire leg disappeared in the snow. It wasn’t really the snow that irritated him though. It was the knowledge that a lot of the people he was going to fight today would probably just be normal Altenan citizens. They didn’t know what they were fighting for, they didn’t know what was right or wrong, they just did what they were told. The sad part was, Duran was almost certain that their blood would be on his hands by the end of the day. He didn’t want to kill them, he didn’t want to harm a hair on their head, but in the end, it was for the greater good. Duran sighed, so many horrors could be justified with that excuse and continued to pray. Perhaps they might only be knocked out.


It wasn’t as if he hadn’t made sacrifices himself though, abandoning Forcena, again. It probably wasn’t the wisest idea, but he’d warned virtually every noble in the land that they might be attacked at any moment. He suspected they wouldn’t be. The person who was orchestrating this must have expected them to have been stuck in Forcena otherwise he would never have gone to all of the effort taking out the bridge over the cleft of the earth. That seemed logical now, that fool Koren had divulged enough for Hawk to have pieced together a lot of the plan. 

Hawk had been acting strangely recently, he was probably jealous or at least Duran thought that was it. Yet for some reason he didn’t sense any real resentment from Hawk towards him. He couldn’t understand it. Still, the man was as sharp as ever, Koren had mentioned the word landlocked and even before Hawk had rather coldly disposed of the wizard, he’d latched straight onto that word. The plan had been to simply lead them to Forcena, trap them there and take over the rest of the world while they were stuck. Koren had basically explained that much himself but Hawk had used that to find out exactly what Jagan’s purpose had been. Without a bridge they couldn’t leave Forcena and without dwarfs in the cleft to rebuild it, well they’d be stuck there a very, very long time.
Of course, Duran had seen the first flaw in their opponent’s plan the moment Hawk mentioned this. He had assumed they’d be stuck in Forcena. He’d assumed they had no way back. Unfortunately for him and for the light warriors, he was wrong. Bon Voyage’s ridiculous cannons weren’t just marooned in Maia. Admittedly that was the only place were people were insane enough to actually use them on a regular basis, but it didn’t mean that his cannons hadn’t travelled the world. In fact, Duran recalled that this was the second one to have ever been built. It didn’t really give him the greatest confidence in the thing. But it was made by Bon Voyage, he never had confidence in it to begin with.
Fortunately Bon Jour, whilst still wearing the ridiculous garb and possessing the dwarf-like stature of his brother was vastly more competent in every way. He actually remembered who they were, he actually was glad to see them again and most importantly, he actually sent them to the right damn place. Duran sighed, Bon Voyage frustrated him, he never quite understood that family. All the girls were beautiful intelligent women and all the guys were dwarf-men with a terrible fashion sense and most of them were utterly insane. Still, Bon Jour was competent at least, Duran couldn’t understand how the man knew the exact direction and elevation to send them to Elrand, but he did and Duran for what it was worth was very grateful for it. Perhaps he deserved a knighthood. Duran imagined Bon Jour in plate armour. Perhaps not.
Duran hadn’t been keeping track of their progress through the snowfield. With all the dead ends and snow shifts it was hard enough for a native to know exactly where they were. Besides the snow in his boots had garnered his full attention. But you didn’t have to be a master tracker to know you were close to a city when you could see its castle in the distance. Upon that realisation Duran did two things, he picked up his pace ever so slightly and thanked the goddess for not letting him freeze to death.

For what it was worth though, even if it did suffer from the worst weather Duran could imagine, Altena had always been a beautiful city. If he was being honest with himself, its architecture was nicer than that of Forcena. In Forcena everything was made of solid brick and stone. Yet Altena, Altena had marble, stained glass, slate roofing. Had it not been filled to the brim with manipulative wizards, Duran might have liked it more. Then again, Duran did happen to rather enjoy the company of a specific manipulative wizard. But she was better than the rest somehow. Duran trusted her, with more than just his life.
Of course Duran was confused when they stopped heading towards the castle but away from it. Duran didn’t want to go away from the city, the city might be warm, at least the streets wouldn’t be covered in leg deep snow. Of course Duran did eventually realise that they were heading towards the tunnels, but he might have preferred a frontal assault against the walls over spending a second more in the snow than he had to.

Duran had never paid any mind to the wooded area they walked into, just beside Altena castle.. The Altenans had basically just left it alone since for centuries they had had no dire need for wood beyond furniture. With the vast stone supplies hidden in the ice labyrinths, they’d never really needed it for building and with the queen using mana to heat the kingdom, well they hadn’t needed it for firewood either. Of course, now the forest was being worked on, Altena needed the wood now, with their stone supply infested with monsters and their heat source waning.

“We started cutting into the forest about a year after I got into power,” Angela’s voice almost startled Duran, he’d become used to the silence, peace with his own thoughts. “In my fourth some woodsmen stumbled across these,” Duran looked up, there was water, but that wasn’t possible, it was freezing out. Duran blinked, he could see steam. “Needless to say, the Altenan people don’t know about these hot springs. I made sure those woodsmen would never tell.” Angela smiled, Duran didn’t know what to think of that smile, part of it was mischievous, another scared him half to death. “A Queen needs somewhere to spend time alone, “Preferably with soap and hot bathwater.” Angela nodded to the small cabin by the springs, “But it struck me, if we were to heat all of Altena again, then why not pipe the water from here to the city? And it also struck me that if tunnels were going to be made anyway, why not use them for my own devices.” Angela smiled that same ambiguous smile, grabbing onto a chain perfectly camouflaged in the snow, “The engineers had no idea what they were in for.” She laughed and hauled the trap door open.
Angela sauntered slightly to the left of the trap door and to Duran’s surprise took up another chain. With a creak another hole was opened. “This is where we split. That tunnel,” she said gesturing to the one she had opened first, “leads inside the city, you’ll show up just behind the blacksmith’s. They’ll probably have guards on patrol so it shouldn’t be very difficult to get their attention.” Angela giggled slightly; he’d never seen her do that before, he couldn’t understand why, “I don’t need to tell you where this one leads.”
Angela didn’t say another word and just stood there watching as the others hopped into the tunnel, disappearing into the pristine white sheet of snow. Duran was the last man in because of his armour and he turned to the opening.

“Duran, wait!” Duran turned when he heard the shout. Angela was still there, she easily hopped across the snow to him, “Please, be careful, I don’t want you to get yourself killed, I’d be very angry about that.”

“Don’t worry my beautiful queen, I’ll be fine,” Duran smiled as Angela glanced away from him, “Just get all the help,” Angela silenced him with a kiss. It wasn’t long, but Duran didn’t care, anything from her was worth treasuring.
Slowly Angela pulled away and let him warm in her smouldering eyes, before silently edging away and then running into her tunnel. Turning Duran thought of an excuse as to why it had taken him so long to get into the tunnel, getting stuck in the snow would probably be fine. Goddess knew, it had happened enough times today.

As Duran hauled himself into the hole, he peered down the tunnel to find that most of it was already lit and that there was a Navarrian in front of him, “The others have gone ahead, but they’re not that far down yet. What took you?”

“Got stuck in the snow, again,” Duran feigned a grumble, it was hard to actually grumble after that.

Hawk’s smile wavered slightly, “I’ll bet. Hate the snow myself, far too cold, far too wet. Come on, we don’t have much time.” Hawk padded off down the tunnel and Duran followed as quickly as he could. It was warm in here, he could actually move, things were finally starting to shift in his favour.
It didn’t take long for him to find the others grouped at the other end. No words were said, it was insulting to even think that they were unprepared in any way. Besides, a plan of burst into the city and beat up as many guards as possible wasn’t exactly the most difficult scheme to follow.

Kevin disappeared up the trap door hidden inside what seemed to be a tool shed set up behind the armoury. Hawk followed, with Lise tailing him as closely as she could without tripping him up. Duran was the last man out, he had to be cautious in battle, if any of them got hurt he had to protect them and more importantly, he had to heal them.
And there it was, a shout as a guard got punched into a wall. Kevin was not pleased today, he was more aggressive than Duran had seen in a long time. Duran was actually surprised at the number of foot soldiers Angela had managed to muster in such a short time period. He could count at least twenty who all must have been simply on guard duty in this area. Of course that didn’t really bode all that well for them.

His friends had begun to spread out, Hawk was busy confusing four guards at once. Duran had never seen a split-image slice where the illusions didn’t attack, but apparently Hawk could make it happen. Of course Hawk wasn’t trying to kill these guards, they were innocent victims, so instead of the spurts of blood Duran was oh so used to seeing, he just watched as the hapless Altenans fell to the ground unconscious.

Lise was having a more difficult time, or at least it appeared to be so. As her spear whirled, the end catching one of the guards in the back of the head before swinging back in the other direction and catching another in the stomach, a guard actually landed a hit on her. But Lise ignored him, she just kept fighting, seemingly ignorant of the guards attempting to stab her in the back. Duran couldn’t understand why, but then it became clear. For all the wild slashes that actually hit her, they didn’t matter, was A blunt shortsword would never penetrate armour blessed by the goddess herself.
Content then that his friends didn’t really need his assistance, Duran began considering his own offence. Unfortunately, his offensive power had always been comparatively pitiful, he needed saint sabre and that wouldn’t work on guards who weren’t evil. He needed something else. Duran smiled. He had something else, what was better is that it wouldn’t even waste mana. He was convinced he could do this, he was sure, if he just concentrated. Duran didn’t understand what then did, he reached out, he reached out far beyond the mana that he could feel around him and clutched blindly in the darkness. It was there, the strength, it rushed into him, he drew more and more until he might explode. Instead though, it seeped into his sword, the lightning, the fire, he didn’t have a blade any more, he had pure power.
“Chaos sabre.”

Duran heard the footsteps behind him. Trying to be silent with metal boots was like trying to walk down the Golden Road without seeing yellow paving stones. He swivelled on his left boot bashing his shield against the side of his hapless adversaries head. As he fell to the side Duran noticed that the guard had brought a friend. Unfortunately he was rather taken aback by how quickly Duran’s first victim had been dispatched. His hesitation sealed his fate, Duran lunged and in the blink of an eye the man was screaming on the floor as the searing heat and vicious cold of the blade cut through his armour like a knife through butter.
Duran felt sympathy, but only for a moment, he had a job to do, so did the man lying in front of him. Unfortunately, Duran was very good at his job.

Duran scanned the area around him, with the unlimited power at his fingertips Duran didn’t feel guilty about throwing a heal light to Kevin and Lise. They didn’t really need it, but he supposed they would appreciate the help, or at least, appreciate the fact that they had one or two fewer bruises to worry about. Besides these spells didn’t seem to wear him down any more than his normal ones, he felt he had at least twenty more heal lights in him, if not more.

Duran smiled when he saw more of Angela’s little boys running at him. He supposed the elite guard would be in the castle guarding whichever idiot had managed to seize control of the city. But Duran didn’t have to worry about them, the moment they saw Angela was the moment the city was retaken. No man would disobey orders from his queen, the idea was just unthinkable.

There were three of them this time. If they had been battle hardened veterans Duran might have been concerned. Unfortunately they weren’t, they were young men, in all likelihood a couple had only shaved their faces twice in their lifetime. Their rush, it was passionate at the very least, but it lacked any finesse. Duran backed up against a wall and raised his shield.
The Duran felt the first impact, then the second and a third. Bracing himself, Duran summoned all of his strength and pushed. They staggered back and again their surprise was their downfall. They shouldn’t have been worrying about how one man could overpower three, they shouldn’t have been worrying about what they had done wrong. 

Duran never felt the impact of his blade, he never felt any difference between air and flesh, between flesh and bone. But when he looked back he saw three men, silent men and three sets of legs that were no longer attached to them. They should have been worrying about the sword that just cut them in two.


*

*

*

Angela pushed open the trap door with her staff, propping it up with the hook provided. She’d made sure that people could open the trap door without slamming it. It was closely guarded secret after all and needed to be kept that way.
As she clambered out the tunnel Angela made sure the room was empty, nobody did use the closet on the east wing of the castle, none of the guest quarters were there and the east wing was frequented so rarely that it hardly ever needed cleaning. Or at least, not enough to warrant the servants actually keeping any supplies here.

Angela knew that she’d have to get to the knight’s quarters and rally them as well as the more powerful wizards in order to follow through on her part of the plan, but another part of her wanted to get straight to the throne room so she could rip whichever idiot who had taken her castle and her city apart with the biggest rainbow dust spell she could muster.

Sadly though ripping apart was a lower priority and as Angela opened the door she went over the fastest route to the quarters where the queen’s guard were stationed. Fortunately because of the space in the east wing they’d been housed very close to it in case the quarters ever needed to be expanded. Angela prided herself on her organisation and her castle, she had a contingency for everything and a backup plan if that failed. Somehow though, that still hadn’t stopped her losing everything inside a month.
She couldn’t understand that, how had everything fallen apart? There must have been a traitor on the inside since the Altenan people wouldn’t take a foreign invasion lying down. No, they trusted and liked her. Somebody must have tricked them, but she couldn’t for the life of her figure out exactly who. In fact she couldn’t figure out how they had managed to avoid her security checks or her own intuition for that matter.

Angela’s trip through the corridors had been a blissfully uneventful one. She’d been terrified of having to kill one of her own people, she didn’t want to do that. The diversion must have been working a treat, servants were to hide in the living quarters in case of an attack and the palace guards would probably have all been pulled up to the guard room for new orders.

Angela smiled, she did love it when a plan came together, even more so when said plan was entirely her own. Angela didn’t know how she did it sometimes, beauty, brains and a fireball which would put any wizard to shame. On top of that she was royalty, she may have let Duran have too much when she thought about it. A kiss would have been enough to make Hawk jealous and even if he did have a nice body he still probably didn’t deserve everything she had to offer. Such was life though, sometimes you made miscalculations.
What she hadn’t miscalculated was her route, she had arrived at the guard room door in the half the time it would usually take. Making sure she appeared as good as ever, Angela slammed the door open and was greeted by stares of surprise, shock and in one case, complete and utter horror.

Angela did like making an entrance.

“Hello boys, now some of you may have been informed of my departure or,” Angela paused, staring at every man in the room, “demise. As you can see by the beautiful figure that stands before you, such rumours are blown vastly out of proportion,” Angela ran her hands up from her sides to her hips just for emphasis. “As the rightful Queen of Altena and safe in the knowledge that since I handpicked each and every one of you, all your previous orders are now void. Is that understood?”

Angela was greeted by silence, followed by nodding. These men, they were well trained, making a noise right now was sure to draw attention to them. “Currently my friends are on the outside of this castle fighting for their lives. Your mission is a simple one, gather every guard and soldier in this castle, go outside and persuade your comrades that their one true Queen is alive and quite well. In fact,” Angela smiled, “better than ever.”

Angela noticed one of her guard captains, Lamel, was his name, “Captain Lamel,” Lamel looked surprised at being given orders and hopped to attention like a new recruit in front of a sergeant for the first time, “You are in charge of this operation, see that it goes to my liking.”

For all Lamel had been surprised his face assumed a stony calmness, “Yes my liege,” was his reply as he bowed for her.
 “I shall be going directly to the throne room, none of you are to accompany me, the powers at work here are far beyond any of your skills,” perhaps even beyond her own.

“Good luck gentlemen, make me proud.” With that Angela turned on her heel, hearing the audible murmurs as Lamel gave out his orders. Technically going to the throne room and confronting whoever was responsible for this was not part of the initial plan. But if she’d told her friends they’d have wanted to accompany her and she couldn’t have that, she needed them out there, making as big a distraction as possible.

Besides, this wasn’t just about the plan as a whole, this was about her pride. Whichever bastard had taken over her castle, had turned her people against her, that bastard was going to pay for every insult, he was going to bleed for every step in these halls. Angela was going to rip whoever had done this limb from blasted limb and fireball them till there was nothing left. She was going to make them wish they had never been born.
Angela kicked open the door to the throne room and stopped,
“Mother?”

Her mother’s look of scorn and sick pleasure made Angela shudder. Suddenly Angela’s rage wasn’t there any more, her utter fury had fizzled and she felt something very strange. Angela felt fear.

“Oh Angela, it’s so good to see you, all of Altena thought you were dead,” all her spite seemed to be focused on that word, “not that that was a bad thing to be fair. With you out the picture my dearest daughter retaking Altena was a very, very simple task.”

Finally Angela managed to gasp out a sentence, “You, you’re not my mother, my mother, she’s.”

“Dead? Oh no dear, I’m not dead, I’m quite alive and I can finally save Altena from the mess you’ve made of it,” she smiled, it was a confident smile, she knew she had the upper hand here.

“Mess what mess? I’ve been the best ru-”

“Accepting the loss of mana, not finding an alternate source,” Angela my darling daughter you’ve been doing everything wrongly.” Angela winced, only her mother would bother with miniscule grammatical points, Angela had spent her entire childhood being corrected like that. “Thankfully Dorothy here had the sense to have our dear lord bring me back and supply me with this.” 
Dorothy? Wait where was she? Angela didn’t feel anything, she didn’t feel the loss in mana, but a fireball flew from nowhere at her. She dove, feeling the heat as it exploded against the fall behind her. “What?” Angela stuttered, “How?”

“Oh Angela, you always give up,” her mother, no, Valda, this wasn’t her mother, her mother wouldn’t do this, her mother loved her, she knew that, “you just sat there and accepted your fate when you could have had so, so much more.” Slabs of the floor tiles ripped themselves and lanced at her. Angela tried to avoid them, desperately pivoting in her place to get out the way. Angela screamed. Her leg was bleeding. She couldn’t move. But where was Dorothy?

“You were always a stupid, insolent little child,” Valda had begun to glide forwards, she’d already spanned half the distance to Angela, “Too spoilt to understand your responsibilities.” The air itself turned against her, a wind of razors cut her, scratching and slicing. She couldn’t stop it, she couldn’t move. Where was Dorothy?

Angela looked up, her vision was blurred, Valda towered over her. “You were never fit to be my daughter.” Angela felt a kick to her stomach.
“No mother!” A kick, the air rushed out of her. 
“Please, stop,” A kick, her eyes widened.
“Please, I worked,” A kick, she felt a crack. 
“No, I love you.” A kick, Angela felt her vision going.
 A kick, Dorothy, she had to find Dorothy. A kick, Dorothy was there. A kick, she was behind the statue.

Angela screamed, it wasn’t a scream of fear or terror, it was one of primal fury. A kick, Angela couldn’t see the statue explode, but she felt it. A kick, Angela’s eyes closed.
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