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Her secret has the power to change the world.

Lilia is a shifter—yet she lives in a world where her kind have been hunted to near extinction. 

Desperate to escape her small-minded village, and ignoring her mother’s warnings, she moves to a bustling port for a fresh start. But her new life, and her real identity, are put at risk when an enigmatic stranger leaves a charm-stone in her safekeeping. 

What appears to be a humble hag stone—used by folk to ward off evil spirits—is in reality a powerful talisman. One that a secret brotherhood has spent five-hundred years searching for.

On an epic journey into danger and discovery, Lilia flees assassins who hunt the stone. 

Two men travel with her, both pledging to protect her. But which one can she trust? 

The shadows are deepening and an ancient evil risks being unleashed upon the world. Lilia must face the darkness, and embrace who she really is ... or there will be no going home.

All characters and situations in this publication are fictitious, and any resemblance to living persons is purely coincidental.
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For Timbo—you’re the best!
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“A single sunbeam is enough 

to drive away many shadows.” 

— Francis of Assisi
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The Gordi Isles

––––––––
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THE MAN CLIMBED the rock face slowly, taking his time to find hand and foot holds in the pitted granite. Half way up, he paused a moment and rested. It was a long climb. The muscles in his shoulders, upper arms, and thighs were on fire. Yet he had to master it, had to gather the strength and endurance to reach the top of this cliff. 

Saul of Anthor closed his eyes, breathing in the sharp sea air, so cold that it hurt his lungs. The biting wind roared in his ears, tugging at the cloak and the heavy coil of rope on his back. It probed through his hunting leathers, chilling the skin beneath. Even so, he could feel the sun warming the back of his skull.

The sun would be setting soon—he needed to move.

Saul opened his eyes, inhaled deeply, and resumed his climb. The cry of sea birds and the hiss of surf breaking against the pebbly shore below accompanied him on his slow journey up the rock-face. Yet his concentration was absolute. One misstep and it was a long way to fall.

A tangle of tree roots and sharp-edged stones encrusted in bird muck greeted Saul at the top. Scaling the edge of the cliff was the hardest part of the climb—but he was ready for it. He gritted his teeth with the final effort and swung over, digging his fingers and the toes of his supple hunting boots into the rock for purchase.

Lying flat on his belly, his heart beating so hard that he could feel his pulse in his stomach pressing against the sun-warmed rock, Saul took in a few rapid breaths and silently thanked the Shadows that the first part of his task was done. Then he raised his head and surveyed his surroundings.

He lay on the western exposed side of the small rocky island. The side few would think to approach the monastery from. The eastern approach was easier but closely watched—a pebbly slope studded with hawthorn, briar rose, and rosehips—whereas the west was sheer, weather-blasted rock.

The monastery, a granite fortress that sat low against the sky, perched at the top of a rocky knoll, around two furlongs east of him. The Brothers of Gordi, a reclusive religious sect that worshipped the old gods—the Lord of the Sky and his kin—had lived upon this barren, windswept rock for centuries. This island was the largest of the Gordi Isles, a stony archipelago at the entrance to the Gulf of Veldoras. Saul was not sure how folk managed to survive in such a hostile environment, although he had seen a few spindly-looking goats and sheep when he brought his boat into shore, and signs of what looked like vegetable plots on the more sheltered eastern side of the island.

Climbing to his feet, Saul shrugged the coil of rope off his shoulder and deftly secured it to a rock on the cliff edge, choosing one that was deeply embedded in the earth. Then he dropped the rest of the rope over the edge, so that it hung down the rock-face—ready for his return.

He moved swiftly now, up the hillside toward the grim bulk of the monastery. The ground was dry, the surface loose and pebbly, and so it was hard going. The wind gusted strongly up here, blowing stinging dust into his eyes and chapping the exposed skin of his face. The bitter months had arrived, and soon it would be Winter Blood. Around him the sky had turned from mottled blue to indigo, the sun a bright orb sinking toward the west and turning The Cruel Sea molten.

Saul was breathing hard by the time he reached the western edge of the fortress. A covered walkway ran around the perimeter of the monastery, sturdy pillars holding up a gently sloping tiled roof. There was no sign of anyone here: no guards, and no monks taking an evening stroll. The Brothers of Gordi were known as a peaceful order. They kept away from the rest of Serran and the troubles of its four kingdoms, and had no need to protect themselves from outsiders.

That was what they wanted others to think.

Saul reached down and withdrew a fighting knife from the sheath upon his right thigh. With his left hand, he drew another blade from his waist. He skirted the western and southern sides of the monastery, his step growing ever more cautious as he reached the eastern edge. The entrance—one of two—lay just around the corner. 

He heard voices then, snatches of excited conversation, coming from the direction he moved in. Saul slowed his pace and pressed his back up against the granite wall, carefully sliding up to the corner of the building.

He peered around it, his gaze traveling to where a group of brown-robed figures clustered farther along the walkway. Some of them were shouting and gesturing down the hillside, while others attempted to restore calm. They were not excited, he realized, but panicked.

Saul sheathed his knives. Two strides took him across the walkway. He then dropped over the edge and slithered his way down a pebbly slope so that he could get a clear view down the hillside. He needed to know what was amiss. He was sure they didn’t know he was here; he had been careful to approach unseen.

One look below—past the carefully tended terraces of turnips, kale, and cabbages—and Saul’s breathing stilled. 

A galleon had dropped anchor just offshore. It was a massive, three-masted, square-rigged vessel; three-tiers of gleaming Farras mahogany. The ship bobbed gently on a rising tide, its bulk dwarfing the four boats that rowed out from it. 

Saul’s father had such a galleon. It was a king’s vessel, or the ship of a powerful over-lord at the very least. However, a king or over-lord would fly a flag from one of the masts, and this ship had no such marking.

Saul’s belly tightened. No pirates sailed ships like this—and, to the best of his knowledge, there was only one group of individuals that actively sought the same object as Saul. 

The Shade Brotherhood.

Outrage tightened Saul’s throat as realization dawned upon him. 

Caleb betrayed us.

King Reoul of Anthor had given the mercenary a purse of gold talents for this information, but Caleb had been greedy. He must have sold his secret to The Brotherhood before the king had Caleb’s throat cut. Clearly, Saul’s father had known the mercenary could not be trusted. 

Saul was glad Caleb was dead. Yet this was of little solace to him as he watched the four boats reach the shore. A host of dark-clad figures clambered out before climbing the hillside.

On the walkway above, the monks ceased their chattering. A group of five of them—older men with pale worried faces, their greying hair tied back into long braids down their backs—made their way down to meet the newcomers. Their goat-skin boots crunched on gravel as they hurried down the path.

Saul turned and scuttled back the way he had come. This was the only chance he would have—he needed to get inside the monastery before The Shade Brotherhood did.

On the eastern side of the fortress, he drew his knives once more and edged around the corner to the narrow service entrance. 

Caleb had not lied about that, at least.

The mercenary had drawn him a detailed map of the monastery and how to reach the secret chamber in its belly. Before leaving Mirrar Rock, Saul had committed that map to memory and then burnt it. No one could know about this place or the object that had lain hidden here for the past five hundred years.

Only now, someone else did.

It felt eerily still and silent inside the monastery, away from the cold, whistling wind. Saul padded along a narrow passageway, lit by a single cresset, past storerooms. The smell of dirt, of drying onions and garlic, tickled his nostrils and nearly made him sneeze. Rubbing his nose with the back of his arm, Saul resisted the urge and hurried on.

The passage led him to a much wider corridor, this one well-lit with flickering cressets filled with tallow. The odor of animal fat filled the cool, damp air. He turned left here, his hunting boots whispering over flagstones that had been polished smooth from centuries of use. 

He moved quickly now, nearly running in his haste to reach his destination. This corridor brought him to a spiral stairwell that led down into the earth. Without hesitation, Saul sheathed one of his knives and entered the stairwell, taking a flaming torch from the wall as he did so.

According to Caleb, the tunnels below the fortress were dark. He would need a torch to light his way.

The steps were steep, and Saul had to slow his pace to avoid slipping. Not for the first time, he marveled how a low-life like Caleb had stumbled upon such a treasure. 

The story, as Caleb told it, was that he had tired of a life of killing for hire and decided to join the Brothers of Gordi in quiet contemplation of the old gods. Unfortunately, just days after arriving here he had realized that a man cannot shed his old life like a snake shedding its skin. He may have worn a habit, braided his hair, and spent hours on his knees in the Sky Chamber—a room in the heart of the monastery with a circular hole in the ceiling so that the brothers could worship the heavens—but that didn’t change his past. It didn’t take him long to realize his mistake. Even so, he persevered for a time, befriending some of the monks. One of them, a young man with a trusting disposition and a loose tongue, told him of the secret this Order had spent long centuries protecting. 

Eventually, Caleb had taken his turn at watch. Shortly after, he had escaped the island and returned to his home, the Kingdom of Anthor, with a story to sell to the highest bidder.

Caleb had described these narrow, dank tunnels under the monastery—how you had to take the second left turn time and time again till you reached a further set of steps, these ones slippery with moss. Below was a chamber guarded by two Brothers at all times. The guard changed every four hours in an unending ritual.

Caleb had warned him that he must not be fooled by the Brothers’ meek appearance. They took their roles as protectors seriously, and all trained in physical combat and carried poisoned blades. They would not give up their secret easily.

Sweating, despite the chill, damp air, and bending his head to prevent his skull from slamming against the rough, low stone ceiling above him, Saul reached the final stairwell and stopped.

He could not fail.

Breathing slowly and deeply, he slid his torch into a bracket on the wall and considered his plan. He would have to be silent and swift. There would be no room for mistakes.

He unsheathed his second knife. The hilt sat snug and heavy in his palm: the perfect fit.

Saul smiled.

A heartbeat later he flew down the stairs and leaped out into the chamber below.

Caleb had described the room in detail, and Saul had committed it to memory. One glance told him that the mercenary had again spoken true. He had been a greedy fool, but it appeared he had been an honest one. 

The chamber was circular and walled in rings of grey stone. A large oil-filled cresset dominated the center of the space, casting a warm glow across the room. A stone plinth sat at the far end, and two men, dressed in brown habits and holding quarter-staffs, stood before it.

Saul did not hesitate. Both monks reached for the knives at their belts, but he was faster. His blades whistled across the space—and hit flesh with a thud. Unlike most knife-throwers he was equally strong with his right and left hands. One of the monks crumpled to the ground, clawing at the blade embedded in the base of his neck. The second monk staggered backward with a cry, clutching at the hilt protruding from his right shoulder.

Saul strode forward, drawing another dagger as he went. The monk he had caught in the shoulder grappled for his own knife. He was about to lunge at Saul with it when a blade sliced across his throat. 

Dropping the twitching body at his feet, Saul whirled to the other monk. His breath rushed out of him in relief to find the man lying dead on his back, his face a grimace of pain and fear.

Breathing hard, Saul stepped up to the plinth, his gaze resting upon the object he had come to retrieve.

A small iron box sat upon the smooth surface. Reaching out, he picked it up and carefully opened the lid.

Disappointment rushed through him.

Is this it?

A drab grey stone, slightly misshapen with a hole in its heart sat in the box. It had a silver chain threaded through it, as if someone had once worn it as a necklace.

It looked like a hag stone, one of those charms folk hung over their doorways to ward off the darkness. It certainly did not look like the missing half of a key that could unlock chaos. 

Saul snapped the iron box shut and thrust it deep into a pocket inside his cloak. He did not have time to dwell on the plainness of the object now. 

He had to get out of this monastery alive.

Saul retrieved his knives from the bodies, hastily cleaned them off on his cloak, and then sheathed all but one. He sprinted up the steps, taking them two at a time, grabbed the torch he had discarded earlier, and began the journey back.  

Take the second right—again and again—till you reach the stairs.

It was easy to get lost down here. Tunnels went off in all directions; everything was curved and the lack of straight lines made it even harder to keep oriented. Saul was concentrating so hard at not missing the correct turns that he did not hear the sound of approaching men until it was almost too late.

The rasp of heavy breathing. The thud of heavy booted feet. The creak of leather. 

Saul swallowed a curse, skidded to a halt, and dove into the nearest tunnel, flattening his back against the mildew-encrusted wall as a group of a dozen figures stormed by.

Heart pounding, Saul stayed where he was until the last of them had passed, the men’s footsteps receding in the distance, before he emerged. He let out the breath he’d been holding; Saul couldn’t let himself be caught off guard like that again.

His body was slick with sweat by the time he emerged from the stairwell into the upper level of the monastery. He retraced his steps through the building, the cries and shouts of monks reaching him, even through the thick stone. They were still trying to defend their treasure from The Brotherhood—and would lay down their lives to protect it.

Saul took the service passage and stepped outside to find daylight nearly spent. The last vestiges of a gentle sunset streaked the heavens, and the waters of the Gulf of Veldoras sat dark against the dusk sky. Cold, briny air caressed Saul’s skin, and he took in large, relieved breaths. 

A swift shadow in the gathering dark, Saul skirted the southern edge of the monastery. He was just crossing the walkway and about to drop off the western edge when movement to his right startled him. Three men dressed in fighting leathers, dark cloaks flapping behind them, sprinted down the western walkway toward him.

Saul leaped off the edge and launched himself down the hill, slipping and sliding in his haste to outrun them. Shouts trailed him, echoing across the barren hilltop, followed by the crunch of boots on stones.

Once Saul reached the bottom of the hill, he took off at a flat run. He was fast, faster than them. And he was desperate. His escape route was just yards away.

Suddenly, it dawned on him.

His only means of escape was by scaling the rope. But the three men pursuing him could merely cut it, or use it to haul him back up into their clutches.

Saul skidded to a halt, heart pounding. He drew his blades and turned to face The Brotherhood.

It was time to stop running. He was going to have to fight his way out of this.
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​A New Start
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The Isle of Orin

––––––––
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The cart rattled its way along the High Road, bouncing over potholes and deep ruts. Lilia clenched her jaw as the cart gave a particularly hard jolt. She glanced across at the lad seated opposite. Her cousin Loch’s lean face was screwed up in the same discomfort she felt.

“Uncle.” She shifted her attention to the sturdy figure perched at the front of the cart. “How much farther to Port Needle?”

“Almost there, lass,” he called back cheerfully. “Looking forward to starting your new job, eh?”

No—looking forward to getting off this cart, she thought grumpily. Her bottom was numb, her back ached, and she felt chilled to the marrow despite the layers of clothing she wore. The wind had teeth this morning. It whistled in from the north, bringing with it the dank odor of ice and a sharp reminder that winter held the world firmly in its grip.

They had set off at dawn from Shingle Ford in a cart laden with sacks of millet and barley. Her uncle Kevan made regular trips to the main port, furnishing the bakers there with grain. She had been grateful when he had said she could join him and Loch on their next journey.

Lilia now wished she had spent the bronze talent on the coach.

In an effort to get more comfortable, she pulled herself up off the floor of the cart and perched on a sack of millet. She risked falling, but it was worth it just to change position. The wind whipped at her, pushing back the hood she had pulled up and freeing tendrils of hair from her braids. She breathed in the tang of salt, so different to the earthy smells of Shingle Ford, a farming hamlet surrounded by fields and dense woodland.

The High Road was an exposed highway that stretched along the southern length of the island—running between the Isle of Orin’s two forts: Eastwatch and Westwatch. Softly rounded, bald hills rose to the north, undulating like a rippling green sea into the distance, while to the south glittered the watery expanse of The Wash. Just beyond that horizon was a great continent, and a world she had never seen.

As she perched there, clinging to the edge of the cart to keep her balance, Lilia caught a glimpse of Port Needle spreading down the cliffs below. Slate roofs tumbled down the steep hillside in terraces, ending at a busy port. 

Excitement rose in Lilia’s breast as she craned her neck to take it all in. Despite that the port was just half a day’s journey from her village, Lilia had not been here in years. Folk of this isle were not great travelers, only venturing from their homes when need drove them. In her twenty winters, Lilia had seen very little of the world beyond her hamlet.

That was about to change. 

It may have been a small step, but taking a job as a cook and moving away from Shingle Ford was the most adventurous thing she had ever done. She had no idea if her new life would suit her—her mother seemed convinced it would not—but it represented freedom. The sight of the town, dun and ochre buildings hanging off steep cliffs, and the smell of smoking herrings rising up to greet her, filled Lilia with hope. For the first time in years she felt as if she could breathe.

It’s not safe for you outside this village. Her mother’s voice intruded then, dimming her excitement a little. If folk learn what you are, they will kill you.

Frowning, Lilia shoved her mother’s warning aside. She’d assured her that she’d be careful—and she would.

Kevan turned the cart south off the High Road and down a wide swathe named Harbor Way. The cart’s wheels clattered over slippery cobbles, the shod feet of the pony drawing it clip-clopping hollowly. From here, Lilia got a clear view of the terraces that dug their roots into the rocky slope, linked by steep stairs. She was so intent on watching the boats—tiny at this distance—bobbing along the quay below that she nearly lost her seat when her uncle brought the cart to a shuddering halt.

“Here’s your stop, lass.”

Lilia tore her gaze from the view and uncurled her aching fingers from the sacking. “What ... we’re here already?”

Kevan gave a low chuckle and jumped down from the cart. “Aye. Here she is—The Grey Anchor.”

Lilia twisted around, her gaze settling upon a sprawling, low-slung building to her left. Constructed of mottled grey rock, the inn had a slate roof—missing a few tiles—encrusted in lichen. Peeling white paint covered its shuttered windows and the front door. A battered sign, showing a giant anchor against a churning sea, hung over the entrance.

Disappointment settled over Lilia. She had expected The Grey Anchor to be more attractive. It looked shabby. However, her father had assured her that Ailin, the inn-keeper, ran a reputable establishment. 

She clambered down from the cart, wincing as blood rushed back into her stiffened limbs.

“Here, lass.” Kevan picked up the heavy leather pack she had brought with her and set it down at Lilia’s feet. “Is there anything else?”

“My satchel.” Lilia turned to her cousin. “Loch, can you pass it to me?”

The lad did as asked, favoring Lilia with a shy smile. “Good luck, Lily.”

“She won’t need any, lad.” Kevan crushed Lilia in a bear-hug before releasing her and striding back to his cart. “Clever girl like that. She’ll go far.”

Lilia smiled, despite that nerves suddenly danced in her belly. She was glad her uncle, rather than her father, had dropped her off here. Both her parents tended to fuss, and Kevan had always encouraged her to see the world beyond her village.

Of course, unlike her parents, Kevan didn’t know her secret.

The cart moved off, rattling down Harbor Way. Lilia watched it go, waving again to Loch, before she turned to face The Grey Anchor once more. Then she slung her satchel over her front and shouldered her pack.

It was time to step over the threshold, into her new life. 

Lilia pushed her way in, blinking at the dimness. Outdoors, it was a cold, bright winter’s day of silver sunlight that hurt the eyes. The door creaked shut behind Lilia and warmth enveloped her. 

The gentle crackle and pop of the hearth broke the restful silence. She inhaled the scent of fresh rushes upon the floor and the tang of wood smoke from the roaring fire at one end of the inn’s common room—where a man dressed in a thick woolen tunic and leather breeches was stacking firewood. 

At the sound of the door, the man straightened up, brushing sap off his hands. He was young, no more than a couple of winters older than her, and lightly built, with a boyishly handsome face, bright blue eyes, and shaggy light-brown hair. As he rose to his full height, she realized he stood only a hand-span taller than her.

Meeting her gaze, he smiled. 

Lilia’s breath caught in her throat. He had a sensual, beautifully-molded mouth, and when he smiled, his left cheek dimpled. It suddenly felt hot and airless inside the dimly lit common room.

As if sensing her reaction to him, the young man’s smile turned into a grin. “Can I help you?”

“I’m Lilia, daughter of Shale,” she announced, finally finding her tongue. When he merely looked at her, his blue eyes twinkling, she flushed. “From Shingle Ford. I’m here to fill the cook’s position.”

His eyebrows raised. Still smiling, he inclined his head to the right and called out. “Ma, your new cook’s here.”

A small woman with fluffy brown hair bustled out of the kitchen. The harassed look on her face faded when she set eyes on Lilia, and she smiled. “Wonderful, you’re here! I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow.”

“Da said you were short-staffed ... so I thought I should get here as soon as possible,” Lilia replied. She was aware of the young man observing her, but now that she had mastered her initial rush of attraction, Lilia ignored him, her attention focused wholly on her new employer.

At that moment the door at the back of the room opened, and a man who appeared an older version of the one standing by the fire hurried in carrying a wooden crate of clay wine urns. A mop of light-brown hair, threaded with grey, kept falling in his blue eyes. 

“Ailin.” The woman turned to him, beaming. “Your friend has sent his daughter, as you asked. Meet Lilia, our new cook.”

The inn-keeper put down the crate on the bar that took up the left-hand side of the common room and pushed his hair out of his eyes. He approached Lilia and held out a hand. His warm grin was infectious, and Lilia found herself smiling back.

“Greetings, Lilia. I’m Ailin, the inn-keep here. And I see you’ve already met Neasa, my wife, and my son, Dain.”

“Good day.” Lilia stepped forward and shook Neasa’s hand. She then reluctantly turned to their son and shook his. Dain met her gaze and gave her a slow, melting look. His handshake was firm and warm, and his palm lingered a moment against hers before releasing her.

Lilia broke eye contact and stepped back from Dain. 

She didn’t want to encourage him. It was safer to keep men at arm’s length, as she had with the young farmers at Shingle Ford who’d tried to woo her. 

The thought of what might happen if her new employers knew the truth about her quickly doused any lingering attraction for Dain, son of Ailin. Relieved, Lilia turned to where Neasa and Ailin watched her eagerly. 

“How is Shale bearing up these days?” Ailin asked. “Still brewing that fine cider of his?”

Lilia nodded. “He wins prizes every year for it at the Harvest Gathering.”

Her pack was starting to make her shoulder ache so she placed it on the rushes at her feet. She suddenly felt weary after her early start and tiring journey on her uncle’s cart.

“I’ll show you to your chamber,” Neasa said, noting Lilia’s fatigue. She then turned to her son. “Dain—bring Lilia’s bags.”

Lilia’s chamber was long and narrow with pitted stone walls and a single window at one end. The shutters were open, letting in the icy noon air. Neasa had made up a narrow straw pallet with blankets. She had also scattered fresh rushes, strewn with lavender sprigs, across the dirt floor. A small hearth sat against one wall. A lump of peat sat in it, ready to be lit later in the day. A wooden clothes rail with wicker baskets under it lined the opposite wall.

Neasa bustled in ahead of Lilia and pulled the shutters closed. “Shadows, it’s cold today.” She placed a burning oil lamp on a low table next to the sleeping pallet and turned to Lilia.

“It’s small, but I think you’ll find it comfortable.”

Lilia smiled. “The room will suit me well, thank you.” 

Dain followed the two women inside the chamber, hauling Lilia’s pack after him. He set it down at the foot of the straw pallet before catching Lilia’s eye and winking. “What have you got in there, rocks?”

Lilia huffed before frowning. She did not want to encourage his flirting. 

“Don’t tease the girl, Dain—you can see she’s exhausted.” Neasa pushed her son toward the door before bestowing Lilia with an apologetic look. “Make yourself comfortable and get unpacked. I’ll bring you a tray of food.”

Lilia gave the older woman a grateful smile. “Thank you.”

Alone in the chamber, Lilia let out a long breath and looked about her. It was a little smaller than her bower at home, but it was clean and would hopefully keep warm at night. 

Excitement fluttered up within Lilia before determination settled over her.

This was her new home, and a chance to make a fresh start. 

I’m not going back to Shingle Ford, she told herself firmly. I need to make this work.
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​The Fighter
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Dain wound a strip of leather around his hand, his gaze shifting to where his opponent readied himself for the fight on the opposite side of the tavern. A wiry sailor with sharp features, the man’s cold grey eyes snapped up to meet his gaze. The two of them eyeballed each other for a few moments, each daring the other to look away first.

“He looks mean,” Ardan murmured next to Dain. 

“Aye,” Dain agreed, his gaze still upon the sailor. “But I’ve fought meaner.”

“You’ve got to watch the thin ones,” his friend continued. “They’re stronger than they look.”

Dain smiled. “So am I.”

Across the tavern, one of the sailor’s companions called out to him, forcing him to break eye contact. Still Dain watched him, taking his measure, while Ardan finished fastening the bindings over his knuckles. Fist fights could be brutal; it paid to look after your hands.

“How much have you got riding on this one?” Dain asked Ardan.

Ardan pulled a face. “Two silver talents, so you’d better win.”

Dain eyed him before smiling once more. “You could have had this fight, if you think your chances are better?”

Ardan grinned back. He was the same age as Dain, although bigger and broader, his dark hair cut close to his skull. He was not the sort of man that others picked fights with in taverns.

“Can’t—now I’ve joined the Port Guard, I have to behave myself.”

Dain snorted. “Sounds like an excuse to me.”

Secretly, he was envious of Ardan, who was now making a living as a soldier. Dain was expected to help run the inn until his parents retired and handed the business over to him—a future that depressed him.

He was at his happiest in environments such as this—a dingy quay-side tavern called The Barnacle. The stuffy air reeked of stale sweat, ale, and burning peat. Men in salt-encrusted leathers leaned against the wooden-paneled walls, tankards in hand, while serving wenches in long swishing skirts and tightly laced corsets carried jugs of ale around the room. Twice a week The Barnacle held fist-fights in the evening. The men, red-faced and loud with drink, were here to bet, to hail the winner, and heckle the loser. 

Dain watched the tavern owner, a heavyset man with a thick dark beard called Bart, take the last bets. The tavern owner glanced over at Dain and caught his eye. 

Dain nodded. 

Bart smiled, strode back to the bar, squeezed in behind it, and rang a bronze bell. This was the signal that the betting was closed and the fight was about to begin. The clanging quietened the room, and Dain felt his heart start to thud against his breast bone, as it always did before a fight. He loved this moment: the tension before the first punch was thrown and the rapt attention of the watching crowd.

He rose to his feet, loosening the muscles in this neck and shoulders as he did so. Across the room, the sailor did the same. Like him, his opponent was naked to the waist, dressed only in leather breeches and boots. Fighting was safer that way: no hidden knives or sharp edges to cut yourself on. 

Ardan slapped him on the back in a wordless gesture of good luck, and Dain walked out across the floor to meet his opponent. Sawdust, dark with spilled ale and other less savory liquids, gave underfoot as he walked.

The two men met each other in the center of the tavern. 

“The best of four rounds,” Bart called out from behind the bar. “No weapons—fists only.”

This close to his opponent, Dain could see that the sailor had a sallow, slightly pock-marked skin and a hard, intimidating stare. He bore faded scars across his torso and arms, and carried himself with cool confidence.

Dain steadied his breathing and squared his stance ready for the bell to ring.

Ardan’s right ... I’ll need to watch this one. 

“He broke my nose.”

Ardan peered at Dain, his gaze narrowing. “Don’t know ... he might have. It’s hard to tell ... it’s so swollen.”

“It wasn’t a question, I’m telling you he broke it.” Dain’s voice was muffled by the linen he held up to staunch the bleeding.

Ardan grinned, pulling back before he shrugged. “It was bound to happen one of these days. You were too pretty anyway.”

Dain laughed and then winced as the act hurt him. He’d nearly lost that fight. He glanced across at the sailor, who had been dragged off the floor and was now leaning, forgotten, against the wall while he regained consciousness. As Dain watched, someone threw a bucket of ice-cold water over the sailor. The man jerked awake, spluttering and snarling.

He can fight.

Dain ached all over. His jaw throbbed, his nose pulsated, and his belly still hurt from the vicious punch his opponent had nearly bested him with. He felt slightly dizzy, and his ears were ringing.

He hadn’t lost a fight in a while, but it had taken every inch of skill he had acquired over the past year to beat that sailor.

“I wouldn’t like to meet him in a dark alley,” he quietly admitted to Ardan.

“I agree,” his friend replied. “That’s one victory you had to work hard for.”

“I think I need to sit down.”

“Come on.” Ardan steered him away from the edge of the ring, as Bart readied the crowd for the next fight. “Let’s find a booth and get ourselves some supper. All this violence has given me an appetite.”

Dain slid into the wooden booth at the back of the tavern and let out a groan. He would be livid with bruises tomorrow. Often he was able to hide his fight injuries from his parents, but they would be furious when they saw him in the morning.

A blonde serving wench stepped up to their table, her gaze settling upon Dain first. That didn’t usually happen. It was Ardan—big muscled with rugged good looks—who women spoke to first. Dain had noticed this serving wench before, although she had never paid him any attention until tonight. Until she’d seen Dain fight. Her blue eyes shone as she leaned over the table, revealing a pert, creamy cleavage. Dain inhaled the scent of warm skin and rosemary. He liked that smell. She was a comely girl.

“Drink or supper?” she asked.

Dain removed the linen from under his nose. “Both.”

“What’s for supper?” Ardan asked.

The serving wench shot Ardan an irritated look before settling her attention back on Dain. “Roast goat and turnip pottage,” she told him.

“Two plates, please,” Dain replied, “and tankards of ale to wash it down.”

The girl nodded, although she did not hasten away to fetch their suppers. Instead, she lingered, her slender hand covering his on the table top. “You fought well,” she said, her voice low and intimate. “I loved watching you.”

Dain heard Ardan choke back a snigger but ignored him. There had to be some benefits to having your nose broken. “Thank you,” he replied with a grin. “What’s your name?”

“Muriela.”

“I’m Dain. Pleased to meet you.” 

She leaned closer, the scent of her nearly overwhelming his senses. “Hopefully, we can share an ale together later?”

Dain smiled, his gaze holding hers. “I’d like that.”

Muriela returned his smile, before she drew back and walked away from the table. Dain watched her go, his gaze on her gently swaying hips.

“Looks like you won’t be sleeping alone tonight,” Ardan observed.

Dain glanced back at his friend, to find him smirking. He shrugged. “Only if she’s got a room we can share ... you know what my parents are like. Last time I brought a girl back to The Grey Anchor, Ma went berserk.”

“Why don’t you move out? Join the Port Guard like me ... they’re still looking for recruits.”

Dain stifled a sigh. His friend didn’t know just how much he was tempted. “You know I can’t. I’m their only child—they rely on me.”

Ardan pulled a face. “So you’re going to take over the inn then?”

“It’s not such a bad job.” Dain didn’t know why he defended his parents’ livelihood to Ardan, but he still did. Every time.

“It is if your heart’s not in it. You’re not made to be an inn-keeper.”

Muriela brought the tankards of ale and plates of supper then. The smell of roasted goat and overcooked pottage made Dain feel slightly queasy. He wasn’t sure he could manage a mouthful of it. 

However, he had a raging thirst. He exchanged a look with her before taking a deep draft of ale. Revived, he leaned back against the hard wooden bench seat and felt the tension of the fight drain out of him. He was too tired to have this discussion with Ardan, especially since he agreed with him. Still, his loyalty to his parents made it a sore topic between them.

“My parents have hired a new cook,” he said finally. “She arrived today.”

Ardan grunted into his ale, clearly not interested.

“She’s comely.”

That got Ardan’s attention. “What? Like your new friend Muriela?”

The envy in Ardan’s voice took Dain aback. Since Ardan received most of the female attention when they were out, it surprised Dain that it bothered Ardan if a woman preferred Dain. Despite his bluff exterior, Ardan was more insecure around women than he let on.

“No, quite different,” Dain replied. “She’s smaller, curvier, with skin like milk, brown eyes, and dark red hair. She’s even got freckles.”

Ardan grinned, his bitterness forgotten. “Sounds delicious—I might pay The Anchor a visit tomorrow eve.”

Dain snorted. “Good luck to you. I said she was comely ... I didn’t say she was friendly. Every time I tried talking to her today she ignored me.”

Ardan’s grin widened. “A woman with taste then.”

The moon was setting when Dain finally left The Barnacle and began the steep climb up Harbor Way to his home.

Muriela had been disappointed when he’d dislodged her from his lap and made his excuses. She shared a room in the attic of The Barnacle with three other serving wenches—and he didn’t feel like weathering his mother’s rage a second time. She’d berate him about his face as it was.

It was a cold, still morning. Port Needle glowed under the many lamps that lined its steep streets. 

The night was not always safe. Outside Port Needle, shadow creatures stalked the darkness. They didn’t often venture into townships these days, but folk were cautious nonetheless, lighting torches and lanterns to ward them off. Each night the settlements upon the Isle of Orin glowed like beacons, making it relatively safe to walk the streets after dark.

Harbor Way didn’t usually pose much of a challenge to Dain, but after a tough fight and too many tankards of ale, it felt as if he was scaling a mountain. He’d not managed to eat much supper—the goat and pottage hadn’t been good anyway, and he was never hungry after a fight—but now his belly rumbled. By the time he crested the hill and walked the last few yards to The Grey Anchor, he felt ravenous.

He’d need something to eat, before he crawled onto his sleeping pallet and let exhaustion claim him.

Dain entered the inn through the back entrance, crossing a shadowed courtyard and letting himself into the common room. The kitchen lay just off it. Their previous cook, Bruina—the elderly woman who had worked for his parents for years before moving out to be with her son in Waybrook—always used to leave some bread or left-overs from supper out for him. He doubted the new cook would have.

A glow emanated from the kitchen door, causing him to slow his step. Usually, his mother left a lantern lit in the kitchen overnight, just in case anyone needed something. Yet it looked as if she had left all the lanterns alight. The sound of scrubbing alerted him that someone was working inside.

Dain frowned. Who would be up at this hour? He stepped into the threshold and halted, his gaze settling upon Lilia.

She was bent over one of the wooden benches that ringed the kitchen, scrubbing furiously at its oaken surface. Intent on her task, she hadn’t noticed his arrival, and so Dain took a moment to study her.

Lilia was a pretty wench, there was no denying it. He liked her mane of auburn curls, which she wore up in a messy bun this morning, and her small, soft body that moved in a deft, purposeful manner. Lilia’s heavy skirts swished as she worked. Her delicately-featured face was flushed, her full lips slightly pursed in concentration. She had rolled up the woolen sleeves of her under tunic and the laces of her bodice were slightly loose, revealing full breasts.

Still admiring her, Dain leaned against the doorframe and folded his arms across his chest. 

“A bit early for that, isn’t it?”

Lilia gasped and dropped the hog-bristle brush. She turned to him, her brown eyes huge, her hand clutching at her heart as if he’d half frightened her to death.

“Don’t creep up on folk like that,” she hissed.

“Sorry—I wasn’t expecting anyone to be up this early.”

Her gaze narrowed as she stared back at him. “Shadows ... what happened to your face?”

Dain pushed himself up off the door frame and sauntered into the kitchen. He saw her body stiffen. She did not like him walking in here; just one day on the job and this was already her domain. Dain pretended not to notice.

“I fight at The Barnacle once a week,” he told her, opening the door to the pantry and stepping inside. “You should come watch sometime.”

“You brawl for coin?” The disgust in her voice was evident. It didn’t surprise him; most women weren’t like Muriela.

“When I win, I’m compensated,” he admitted, “but I mostly fight because I like it.”

“Why?”

“Makes me feel alive.”

“Helping run this inn isn’t exciting enough for you then?”

He huffed. “It’s my parents’ dream ...  not mine.”

Dain retrieved some bread and cheese from the pantry and emerged to find Lilia standing a few feet away, hands on hips. 

“Do you make a habit of taking food without asking?”

Dain laughed. “Bruina didn’t mind. She used to leave me out treats ... you can start doing the same if you want.”

Her mouth thinned, telling him she had no intention of doing so. 

Dain would have liked to remain there and tease the lovely Lilia a while longer, but fatigue pressed down upon him, and his nose was aching cruelly. He made his way toward the kitchen door before glancing back over his shoulder at her. “You didn’t answer my question. Why are you up cleaning at his hour?”

Her pale, lightly freckled face flushed. “I’m new to this job ... I want to make a good impression.”

His answering grin made her flush deepen. “There’s no need to overdo it. My mother’s just relieved to have found another cook so soon.”
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The morning of Winter Blood arrived—the longest night and the shortest day of the year—and Lilia rose from her pallet well before dawn. 

Yawning, her eyes still half-closed, she pulled on her clothes and stumbled into the kitchen. There was so much to do today that the thought of it was starting to make her feel panicky. After the Guising at dusk, folk would converge on the inn for a night of feasting, drinking, and singing. She had a mountain of food to prepare. 

Lilia’s first week at The Grey Anchor had passed in a blur of industry. Every morning, she rose before the dawn and spent hours preparing the kitchen before the rest of the inn awoke. It was a busier establishment than she had expected, with most of its twenty rooms taken up every night. Lilia had fresh bread, porridge, and warm milk ready for their breakfast, before she started work on preparing the noon meal—the largest meal of the day—usually consisting of stew, roast meat, or pies.

It hadn’t taken Lilia long to feel out of her depth in her new job. 

She was a good cook—having learned from her mother—and she’d wanted her new employers to be pleased with her, but the harsh schedule she’d set herself was exhausting. 

Rolling up her sleeves, Lilia began her morning ritual of scrubbing down the work surfaces. She wouldn’t start work until the kitchen shone. As she worked, she noticed the state of her hands; they were becoming red and chapped. She would need to ask Neasa for some balm, or she’d end up with crone’s hands by the end of the winter.

Lilia sighed, pausing her scrubbing.

The problem was that she needed to work hard. It kept her mind busy, drew her thoughts from the secret she guarded. Every night, she fell onto her sleeping pallet, too tired to dwell on anything.

Mouth thinning, Lilia attacked the bench with her hog-bristle brush once more.

It was better this way.

Later that morning, she was beating batter for the Moon Cakes—orange-scented sweet-treats for the evening’s feast—when Dain entered the kitchen.

Lilia tensed at the sight of him. She saw far too much of Dain, even though she chased him out of her kitchen whenever he loitered too long. He looked rumpled and sleepy this morning. The bruises on his face were fading, and his nose had started to heal. He was attractive, even with a battered face.

“Morning, Lily,” he greeted her with a smile. “Getting ready for Winter Blood, I see?”

She nodded curtly, fixing her attention on the mixing bowl. His easy, familiar manner unsettled her, as did his relentless teasing. “I’m not sure I’m going to get everything done,” she admitted. “Neasa says we’re fully booked tonight.”

“We always are at Winter Blood.” Dain pulled up a stool on the other side of the bench and helped himself to one of the fresh currant buns she’d just pulled out of the oven. She felt his gaze on her face, inspecting her. “You look tired ... you really shouldn’t get up so early, there’s no need.”

She glanced up, irritated, expecting to see a teasing smile. Instead, his expression was thoughtful, concerned even.

“I’m fine,” she assured him.

“You’ve got dark circles under your eyes. If you don’t slow down, you’ll collapse.”

Lilia gave him a look that told him it was none of his business, and Dain held up a hand as if to ward her off. “Don’t worry ... you won’t have to do everything on your own,” he said with a grin, taking a bite of the bun. “Ma’s sent me in to help you today.”

Lilia’s chest tightened at this news. The last thing she needed was Dain getting underfoot, teasing her and messing up her clean kitchen. Her coldness didn’t seem to have any effect on him. She found him wearing.

“There’s no need,” she said quickly. “I can manage.”

“Sorry,” he said with another infuriating smile. “It’s Ma’s orders. I daren’t disobey her.”
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Frost lay thick upon the ground as the folk of Port Needle emptied out onto its streets for the Guising. 

Wrapped in a thick fur mantle, Lilia made her way down to Port Square. Her breath steamed before her in the gloaming; the tips of her ears were numb. The sky was darkening, and the moon was already rising overhead—a ghostly disc against an indigo sky.

Hurrying down the hill, Lilia frowned at a group of girls dressed as white-clad sprites, antlers sewn on to their hoods, who ran by squealing. She was impatient to return to the kitchen; there was still a mountain of chores to be done before the horde of feasters descended upon The Grey Anchor. However, Neasa had insisted Lilia take a basket of Moon Cakes down to the altar before dark.

Like most folk, Lilia was rarely outdoors at this hour. Winter Blood was one of the few days the folk of this isle braved the evening. Even though towns like Port Needle were brightly lit, most people were wary of the servants of the shadows that lurked in the darkness beyond.

Lilia continued down Harbor Way, past stone houses with roofs of slate, their shuttered windows bolted shut against the cold. The setting sun warmed the ochre stone, turning it the color of honey. Wood-smoke perfumed the chill air and blended with the brine-scent of the sea. 

Spying the glow of lanterns up ahead, Lilia lengthened her stride—she had almost reached her destination. The boom of drums greeted her as she stepped out onto Port Square and into a swirling crowd. Some folk, like her, hadn’t donned a costume, although most had made an effort for the Guising. A caped woman, clad head-to-toe in voluminous black—to resemble a shadow—brushed by Lilia. 

A few feet away, a man dressed as a Nightgenga leered at her. Naked, save for a loin cloth to preserve his modesty, he wore white body paint and a bedraggled-looking wig that hung in lank strands over his face. The night was chill, but he didn’t appear to notice.

The Nightgenga lunged toward her and made a grab for her arm. “Come on, lass. How about a dance?”

Lilia dodged out of reach. “No, thank you.”

The excited crowd jostled her; revelers packed the wide square before the quay. During the day, a market presided over this open space, but this evening Port Square was the site of dancing and music. 

Men dressed as black-pelted wolves sat near the water, pounding on calf-skin drums, while folk danced around the Altar of Umbra in the center of the square, leaping and clapping in time with the drums. 

Lilia paused, her gaze remaining on the wolves. A chill feathered down her spine. She wished Neasa had sent Dain down here instead. She knew she was looking upon men in costumes, yet the sight made her uneasy—reminded her of things she wanted to forget.

Her gaze shifted to the altar. She’d heard it said that every settlement, no matter how small, upon the Isle of Orin and within the Four Kingdoms of Serran beyond, had an Altar of Umbra. Shingle Ford’s altar loomed over its market square. Here too, the towering obsidian obelisk, with ancient runes carved into its gleaming sides, cast a long shadow. The altar was a reminder of darker times, of five-hundred years earlier when Valgarth, The Shadow King, had ruled Serran. In those days, folk had made regular sacrifices at the altars. They left criminals, the old, and the sick tied to the altar at night to keep his servants—creatures of his making that stalked the night—at bay. 

Things were different these days. Winter Blood was a night of fun and feasting. Still the obelisk, its black, smooth-surfaced bulk out of place amongst the yellow-hued stone of Port Needle, just added to Lilia uneasiness.

After the fall of The Shadow King, folk had tried to pull the altars down, but had discovered them rooted to the earth. Since then, many believed that to try and harm the obelisks would bring doom upon them. Meanwhile, Valgarth’s shadow creatures—on which the Winter Blood costumes were based—still lurked in the dark places of the world.

Weaving her way through the dancers, Lilia approached the altar with her basket. Folk had already started laying out offerings: jugs of mead, breads, cheeses, and flagons of apple brandy. Next to these, Lilia placed the basket Moon Cakes.

In the center of the square, the Nightgenga howled and rushed, hands grasping, at two girls who had dressed up as pricked-eared brownies. They ran squealing while the crowd roared with laughter. 

Lilia didn’t share their merriment. Her own discomfort aside, she’d never liked this aspect of Winter Blood. She didn’t think it was wise to poke fun at creatures that still stalked the darkness

Lilia pulled her mantle close about her and turned away from the Altar of Umbra. She needed to get back to her kitchen.

An excited crowd piled into The Grey Anchor. Lilia entered the inn to find men and women shrugging off heavy cloaks and warming their hands before the roaring hearth, their faces flushed with cold. Neasa had decorated the common room, hanging sprigs of holly and ivy from the smoke-blackened beams. The scent of clove candles hung heavily in the air. Ailin welcomed patrons into his inn, and then took orders for mulled cider, ale, and supper. 

Inside the kitchen, Lilia shrugged off her fur mantle and hung it up on its hook by the scullery door. The aroma of mutton pies she and Dain had finished baking earlier lay heavy in the air. Pots, platters, and baskets of food covered every work surface. It gave her a sense of satisfaction to see all of it waiting for her. With Dain’s help, she’d managed to get everything done.

Lilia rolled up her sleeves and put on her apron—she had cider to mull. Dain entered the kitchen after her, greeting Lilia cheerfully before disappearing into the cellar to fetch another barrel of cider. 

Meanwhile, Lilia set to heating honey and spices in a huge cast-iron pot. 

In the common room beyond, a woman began singing. Her voice, deep and sultry, echoed across the inn. The song was familiar, but the beauty of her voice caused the fine hair on Lilia’s arms to prickle. Abandoning her pot, she crossed to the kitchen door and peered out.
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