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Chapter One

Merra
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Eagan sank down onto a flat-topped rock in utter disbelief. Even from the top of the hill he could see houses, tracks, and home-made fences of woven branches. Were these people mad? Did they think a few twigs would stop a night-shadow? 

It had been a long walk from the deserts of the south several months ago to the edge of the marshlands and his feet were sore. Scowling at the bustling mini-town ahead of him, he bent to examine the soles of his shoes. They would need replacing before he returned to his cottage.

‘This would never have happened in my day,’ a voice muttered in a sour tone.

Eagan ignored the comment and banged his staff on the ground several times, then shook it for good measure. The old wooden staff was as tall as him and topped with a pale red gem.

‘Don’t do that!’ the voice complained. ‘You know it gives me a headache.’

‘Do you have anything good to say, Darius?’ Eagan asked as he stood, alone, and surveyed the town ahead. A few seconds of silence followed and Eagan snorted with laughter. ‘I didn’t think so.’

As much as Eagan complained, he knew he would be lonely without Darius’ constant company. It was a solitary life travelling the lands to check nothing had invaded from the east. Besides, the grumpy wizard had been confined to the staff for nearly two hundred years. It was enough to make anyone difficult!

Eagan looked again at the view below. Merra. Once known as the guardian town of the west, their skilled archers and warriors had always driven back the enemy. Known for their courage and loyalty to the late King of the West, all of Merra rose to the call to fight.

That was how it once had been.

Now the town before him was nothing more than an outlying settlement. There were no warriors here to heed the call if it should come. Centuries of peace had dulled their fear and blunted their blades. No longer was it every boy’s dream to become a warrior of the west. Heroic battles had become myth and fireside tales.

Eagan knew better. He had been there. He had seen the night-shadows. He rubbed his left arm absent-mindedly as the scars itched in response to his memories.

He used the staff to push himself to his feet and sighed deeply before beginning the descent down to the flat lands. From here he could see the misty marshlands and the distant mountains that rose above the mist. There was even a hint of the sparkling ocean to the north through The Gap if he squinted hard. 

‘Perhaps the people of Merra are right. Maybe there will never be another attack from the east?’ Eagan muttered mostly to himself. He knew Darius would not reply and he knew he was a fool to even consider that the west was safe. It would never be safe.

When he reached the near side of town Eagan scowled at the huge hole in the curtain wall. Once the wall had repelled an enemy but now they would be able to bound right in. He ignored the hard-worn road that led through the new entrance and continued on the old path. When the main entrance came into sight he had to fight yet another sigh of irritation. The drawbridge was not only down, it was unguarded. 

The only person in sight was a boy of about fifteen, dirty and dressed in clothes that looked as if they’d never been washed. He was far too skinny and Eagan frowned. Surely Merra wasn’t having another famine? It had been only a year or two since he had intervened and saved the town from starvation.

‘Boy!’ Eagan called out. He reached into his bag, meaning to draw out some of the last of his food.

The boy looked up and his long, straggly blond hair flicked out of his face, showing scared and wild eyes of pure blue. He took several stones from his pocket and threw them at Eagan before running off towards a small glade of trees. Eagan considered following him but a voice from the drawbridge drew his attention.

‘Your Wizardness!’

Eagan felt a small smile play on his lips and shook his head reproachfully. A broad-shouldered youth stood grinning at Eagan as a chicken squirmed in his arms. 

‘I’ve told you before, Nyal, I’m a Guardian, not a wizard,’ Eagan told the boy. ‘Where are you taking the chicken?’

‘I only let them out to play,’ Nyal said. ‘But Ma wasn’t happy. They looked so bored, stuck in their little cage.’ 

Nyal shook his head as another chicken came running down the drawbridge. ‘Ma told me to catch them all and put them back or I’d get no dinner.’

Eagan scooped up the second chicken with his free hand and guided Nyal back into the walled town. He knew the simple-minded boy meant no harm. As they came into the town-proper several other boys, just short of manhood, snickered with laughter when the chicken leapt from Nyal’s arms. One of them went to call out something but another boy stopped him.

‘Don’t do it, Cem. The boy is cursed and it will steal your voice if you speak to him.’

Eagan hid a smile as he watched the bullies walk off, leaving Nyal chasing comically after the chicken.

‘See, another waste of my magic,’ Darius said dryly, appearing just in front of Eagan. The wizard seemed to be more of a reflection that you would see in a lake, rather than a real person and he wavered in and out of sight. 

Darius might be over two hundred years old but he seemed much younger than Eagan. With black hair that needed brushing and a full black beard, he looked a lot like a bear. He shook his head and made a tutting sound as if telling off a small child. He held a huge brown leather-bound book and he flipped it open dramatically.

‘Should I refresh your memory?’ Darius asked with one raised eyebrow.

‘Could I stop you?’ Eagan asked, sorely tempted to shake the staff again.

‘Hrrrmmmp...’ Darius cleared his throat as he flipped over several pages and ran his finger down the list then jabbed at an entry. ‘Almost three summers ago. May the voice of ill be stilled. I told you it was a waste of a spell. It did not make him fit in, nor did the other boys learn a lesson from it. How many spells are you going to waste?’

Eagan shook his head. ‘It wasn’t a waste. Did the boys tease him just now? Did they upset him and make his life miserable as they used to? The spell was small, and you know it. It only worked once. Stealing the voice from the next person who teased him and even that only lasted for a moon cycle. The only thing that keeps him from being teased now is the rumour of that one spell, nothing more.’

Darius made a sound that was similar to a water beast blowing water from its nose. He slammed the book shut and vanished.

Eagan just shrugged, readjusted the chicken under his arm, and walked on into the town. The market place was not far from the real entrance to the town and he easily found Nyal’s mother and gave the chicken back.

‘Oh, it’s a magic show tonight then!’ Nyal’s mother exclaimed, clapping her hands after depositing the chicken back into its cage. 

Eagan didn’t bother to correct her. His show had nothing to do with magic, but he had long since given up trying to convince anyone that it was just illusions.

A quick glance around the market place told him that the skinny boy by the drawbridge was not an indication of famine. The stalls were all well-stocked and the people well-fed and happy. No, there was no shortage of food in Merra.

Word spread along the market stalls faster than Eagan could walk and soon he was surrounded by young children and parents alike, all keen to know when the magic show would be.

‘In the square at dusk,’ Eagan repeated time and time again. 

As the crowd finally dispersed, Eagan’s eyes were drawn to the tall tower built against the curtain wall. It wasn’t far from the newly-created entrance to the town and he headed towards it. The drum tower was supposed to be manned at all times, but he could not see anyone above the barrier that surrounded the small platform at the top. It was the entire west’s defence warning and Eagan did not argue when Darius chirped in.

‘They should be whipped for this.’

How could he get the people of Merra to realise what a position of importance they held? If an attack came, it was Merra that warned the rest of the kingdom and beyond to the lowlands in the south. He stamped loudly up the wooden steps to the platform and sighed as he saw the drummer fast asleep against one of the drums.

Eagan didn’t even pause as he strode up and whacked one of the drums with his staff. Two short, sharp raps on the brass drum that faced to the south. The young man leapt to his feet and looked around wildly and then, seeing the old man he frowned and hurried over to still the vibrations from the huge brass drum.

‘Who are you? What are you doing up here?’ he said, rubbing his ears. 

‘Why did you do that?’ Darius shouted, appearing next to the young man and shaking his head from side to side. ‘I’ll probably have a headache for a week!’

The young man took no notice of Darius – he didn’t hear nor see him – only Eagan had that pleasure.

‘It looks like high-sun to me,’ Eagan said, pointing up into the sky.

The young man frowned, took a small parchment from his pocket and studied it carefully. ‘Really?’ he muttered to himself as he turned the parchment over and around then shrugged. ‘I’m just filling in for my older brother. He said he would be back before the high-sun message. I don’t even know how to read this.’

A faint echo of three short tones drifted across the mountains and Eagan felt a small amount of relief. At least someone was in the drum tower at Rega. An even fainter echo of four tones told him that the daily drum test had reached Everly. 

The rest of the drum towers were too far off to expect to hear them from here, except for the first tower at High Gate. The High Gate tower never responded with its single tone. Nobody expected it to. The only time the drum was used on the other side of the marshlands was to sound the alarm of an invasion. It had been over two hundred years since the drum had been heard.

‘Make sure your brother is here tomorrow,’ Eagan muttered and headed back down the steps. 

There was a good view of the entire market from this height and Eagan paused halfway down. The boy from the drawbridge, skinny and bedraggled, was making his way towards the marketplace. He was rushing from one hiding place to the next and glancing around fearfully. Finally, the boy reached a stall selling apples and hid underneath. He reached up and took several and began to eat one hungrily.

‘Oi!’ the stall owner shouted, seeing his apples vanish. He came around the front of the stall and Eagan expected him to haul the thief out. Instead, the stall owner took one look and backed away at a pace that showed his fear even from this distance.

Eagan frowned. What could be so frightening about the boy?

‘Get out of here, Seth!’ the stall owner shouted, grabbing oranges off a nearby stall and throwing them at the youth.

Seth scuttled out and grabbed the oranges, and a bread roll that another man threw, then scampered away. The crowds of the market place parted before him like a wave on the ocean and he vanished out the town’s main entrance.

There was much shouting and arguing among the crowd and stall owners alike for several minutes and Eagan descended the rest of the steps to listen.

‘Someone needs to keep him away from here,’ the man with the apples said, wiping the closest apples with his apron as if they were contaminated.

‘Well we can’t exactly lock him out of the town,’ another man said, pointing to the huge hole in the wall, ‘but we could raise the drawbridge.’

‘Then he’d come around the houses beyond the wall,’ another called angrily. ‘We don’t want our children dying!’

Children dying? Eagan couldn’t even begin to guess what they were all so afraid of. He hurried over to find out what was going on.

‘We should leave food by the drawbridge so that he doesn’t come into the town,’ the second man suggested.

‘What has the boy done?’ Eagan asked, interrupting the stall owner as he was about to speak again.

‘Seth? He turned up here one full moon in spring. Wandering all alone and starving. Good people that we are, we took him in,’ the man replied with a furious shake of his head as if he regretted that kindness now. ‘First it was the plants, and then all the birds. They all began to die. Nothing lives for long near him.’

‘Word reached us later in the summer that he’d been cast out of his village for fear that he would kill them all or they would starve from dead crops,’ the neighbouring stall owner took up the tale. ‘Born on a dark summer’s day at high-sun is what they said.’

A dark summer’s day. Eagan knew what they were talking about. Some fifteen years ago the sun had vanished in the middle of the day. Darkness had descended on the land and those who watched the sun reappear a while later were blinded for life.

‘He’s cursed, that boy,’ the first man said, and kicked an apple into the ditch. It had a small bite out of it – about the size a fifteen year old boy would make.

Eagan frowned. Something sounded odd about all this. It wasn’t just a matter of the townsfolk making up stories about a troublesome boy. 

**
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THE APPLE WAS SOUR. Seth chewed it slowly and sucked every bit of moisture from it. He huddled up against a headstone to break the cold wind that swept across the graveyard. At least the people here didn’t drive him off. His cheek rested against the cold stone and he glanced at the inscription. Georgo – A Good Kind Man. Seth wondered what they would put on his own headstone. 

He doubted anyone would bother to write anything. He scowled at the walls in the distance and pulled his knees up to his chest to draw them out of the wind. He shivered and he wished he’d managed to steal a blanket. The days were drawing in cold now and his bed of leaves was warm enough, but it wouldn’t see him through the winter.

A blackbird flew overhead and circled, then landed on a headstone a short distance away; perhaps looking for scraps. Seth picked up the slingshot that was never far from him and loosed a stone at it with a snap of his wrist. It missed by a fair distance but the bird flew off with a startled squawk. Seth sighed with relief. He hadn’t wanted to hit the bird anyway, just scare it away.

A sound in the distance made him sit up and stare across the bare land towards the town. A lone man was walking towards the graveyard. Seth frowned. Nobody came here unless they were burying someone and he made sure to keep well out of sight when they did. As the person came closer Seth saw it was the man with the gold-trimmed cloak that arrived earlier in the day. He looked like a travelling musician or an entertainer. Seth watched, wondering what he was doing this far out of town. Surely someone had told him to avoid the graveyard?

He picked up his slingshot and the small pile of stones. The man looked so old he might die soon anyway – but Seth didn’t want to be blamed for it. He loaded a stone and fired, landing it exactly where he aimed it; right on the man’s boot.

The man stopped, looked at his boot in surprise, then over at Seth and took a step back. Good, he would leave. Seth settled back down against Georgo’s stone to finish his apple. A few seconds later Seth heard the unmistakable sound of footsteps on the stone path that led into the graveyard. Seth scowled; didn’t the man take the hint? 

‘Go away!’ Seth yelled. His voice was thin and feeble from lack of use. He hardly ever had reason to use it and it sounded odd even to his own ears.

‘I’m not afraid of you, Seth,’ the man said quietly, continuing his advance. ‘My name is Eagan.’

Seth saw the man was carrying a basket overflowing with food. Occasionally someone left food nearby and ran off but that wasn’t very often. He felt his mouth water at the sight of the cheese and ham.

‘I thought you might be cold and hungry,’ Eagan added, holding out a blanket.

Seth couldn’t stop himself. He stood up and rushed over to take the blanket, snagged the cheese from the basket and ran back to hide behind the tombstone.

He watched the old man over the top of the stone. Eagan was looking around the graveyard with a pained expression. The dead trees and barren ground were a testament to the reason Seth had been banished. It was the sad, sympathetic look that was too much for Seth. He stood up, and threw the cheese at Eagan.

‘Get out of my graveyard!’

Eagan put the basket down and began to walk backwards. He paused as he reached the rusted metal archway that marked the edge of the graveyard and looked long and hard at Seth.

‘I’ll be back in the morning to take you away from here,’ he said, then turned and walked off.

Seth stared for only a second before diving for the food. The old man would not come back, nobody ever did.

**
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WORD HAD SPREAD BOTH inside the town walls and out in the new town beyond. It seemed that the entire population of Merra had gathered in the market square as the sun began to sink on the horizon. There was much chatter and excited laughter. Entertainment was rare in these parts. Not many minstrels or storytellers came this far down river and those who did were usually washed-out has-beens who had tried the other towns without luck.

So it was a very eager crowd that waited for Eagan. Torches were lit and formed a ring around the space cleared for him to use. The area backed onto the wall and Eagan smiled as he saw how close they were to the new gate. He would make good use of that. Perhaps this year he would get them to take heed of his warnings.

‘Good people of the guardian town of Merra!’ Eagan said as he turned to face the crowd. A hushed silence fell as everyone stared, with breath held. Eagan raised his arms in a swift motion and smoke filled the circle with a loud bang. A few people near the front jumped and several small children started crying – quickly soothed by their mothers. Just as the smoke began to drift off on the breeze, Eagan raised one hand and coloured sparks filled the air and rose as they drifted across the crowd.

‘Long ago in the time of our ancestors this land of Delantia was known as the Realm of Shadows; and for good reason.’

As the coloured sparks faded away Eagan stepped back to stand next to the wall and darkness spread before him, blocking him from view. Vague shapes could be seen moving about and a bright flash of lightning shot across it. Menacing looking men, dressed in red and gold glared out at the crowd and a few people shuffled uncomfortably.

‘Powerful wizards, the Yarris, ruled the land with fear and darkness alongside creatures of the night.’

As the lightning faded more shapes moved into view. They were enormous cats and many pairs of bright green eyes blinked into view as one of the creatures made a short piercing cry then began to roar. It was a high-pitched sound that grew louder and ended abruptly.

‘The night-shadows hunted in the darkness. Our very life-force was their prey. But we began to fight back. Twelve men were chosen to save Delantia. They gave up their freedom and agreed to a lifetime of service to guard the land. One of the Yarris, disillusioned by his fellow wizard’s cruelness, turned his back on them to help us.’

The image faded to a dull, empty grey and twelve men stepped into view. Each carried a wooden staff, similar to Eagan’s. Before anyone could properly make that connection, the sky above the men became a flurry of white and black wings. Jets of flame streaked across the darkness.

‘The mighty dragons of the south were tamed and bonded to serve the guardians. Together they drove the wizards to the north.’

The scene became one of fire and lightning and the sounds of battle.

‘Then the guardians split the lands to set the wizards apart. We have come to know this as The Gap, where the land falls away and only darkness lives beyond. The creatures of the night were driven to the east and a mountain range raised to keep them there.’

Images of mountains rising from the ground replaced the battle scene. A great roaring of the creatures filled the air then the scene faded to a peaceful countryside and a farmer working happily in his field.

‘Peace settled on Delantia.’ Eagan paused and let them watch the farmer for a few seconds then continued. ‘But the darkness is growing in strength. The Realm of Shadows is almost upon us again...’

The farmer vanished from his field and the image faded away completely, leaving Eagan in full view. The crowd fixed their attention on him, eagerly waiting for more.

‘...and now we must be ready. Ready to defend the lands against what lies beyond the mountains. For one day they will come again. Treading softly through the night. Unheard, unseen, until they are amongst us.’

Eagan had let his voice grow softer and softer so that everyone was straining forward to hear him.

‘Then it will be too late to defend Merra!’ he shouted so loud that everyone flinched. He pointed his staff towards the gap in the wall. Huge black shapes, deeper than any shadow could ever be, slunk quietly into the town. Row upon row of enormous green-eyed cat-like creatures filed in until they surrounded everybody in the crowd. Some people cried out in dismay while others laughed, albeit a little nervously. Everybody knew the creatures weren’t real. It was part of the show – but they looked real enough to cause more than a few to wonder.

‘The night-shadows will steal away your children’s life, your neighbour’s life, and your own! Take up arms. Be ready to defend against the enemy!’

With one last flourish of his arms the entire marketplace flooded with light, chasing away the dark shapes. The whole crowd burst into applause.

As the light began to fade, Eagan saw Seth watching from the farthest corner of the market and there was no lingering fear in the boy’s eyes. The creatures had not frightened him. Eagan could guess what the boy was thinking and what worried Eagan most was that the boy was right. Seth and the night-shadows had a lot in common.

Seth stared at Eagan for a full minute before turning to run off. The crowd, now laughing at their previous nervousness, began to disperse. As everyone passed by the circle, coins were tossed onto the cobbles. Some had no coin to give and simply bowed in appreciation. Eagan gave the same grateful nod to one and all. The coin he earned here tonight would stock his cupboards for the winter.

‘What are you planning to do with the boy?’ Darius shimmered into view, resting against one of the tower poles. He stared out to where the small boy could be seen making the crowds part before him as he headed for the gate.

‘There’s only one place where he can do no harm,’ Eagan said with a sigh.

‘We could cast him off The Gap,’ Darius said, nodding approvingly.

‘The Gap?’ Eagan stared at Darius in shock. ‘I’m taking him to the mountains – to the keepers at High Gate. They will care for him.’

‘You’ll regret it. That boy is trouble.’ Darius shook his head, grunted in disgust and vanished.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two

Seth
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It was barely dawn when Eagan woke the next morning. The good people of Merra always gave him a free room at the Inn and he felt rested and ready for the last leg of his journey. A full buffet breakfast had been laid out and he wandered along the line of food to fill his plate. His face creased in a small frown as he remembered the extra trip he would have to make after he reached the cottage. It wasn’t safe to go directly across the marshlands for another week so he would have to go the long way around.

‘I can see you’re still thinking of taking that boy to High Gate,’ Darius said, sitting cross-legged on the floor and juggling three small glass balls.

‘Well, I can’t leave him here. Perhaps you’d prefer if we took him back to the cottage to live with us?’ Eagan replied without even looking over at his companion. 

Eagan glanced around the room to check it was empty then tipped the contents of his plate into his bag. He refilled his plate and quickly ate before adding several warm bread rolls to his bag and leaving the Inn.

It wasn’t far to the main drawbridge and Eagan hurried over to the graveyard. He saw Seth was still asleep under one of the dead trees and the empty basket was sitting by the small gate. Eagan refilled the basket and headed back to the town as he had a lot of shopping to do before he left.

‘He won’t thank you for it,’ Darius argued quietly, but it was more of a mutter just to show he didn’t approve.

Eagan found Nyal sweeping the yard of his small house which backed onto the market.

‘Good sunrise,’ Eagan said, nodding a greeting to Nyal’s mother. She nodded back absentmindedly as she counted eggs into a bag. ‘I was wondering if I could pay Nyal to deliver my supplies again this year?’

At that, Nyal’s mother abandoned her counting and grinned at Eagan. ‘Of course. I believe we agreed on three silvers last year, Your Wizardness.’

Eagan smiled. It had been two silvers but he didn’t argue. Nyal may be slow-witted but he was honest and loyal. There were only a handful of people who knew where the guardian lived and he liked it that way. He wasn’t fond of visitors when he was spending the winter at the cottage.

‘I should be ready to go by high-sun,’ Eagan told her and handed her three silver coins.

She pocketed the coins then hurried off, wiping her hands on her apron and calling out to Nyal.

Eagan checked the coins in his small money bag as he looked up and down the stalls. Some were still setting up for the day and there were very few people milling around the market at this early hour.

‘Look behind you,’ Darius said, right next to Eagan’s ear as they stopped at one of the stalls.

Eagan blinked in annoyance. Why did he have to take such delight in frightening him? A quick glance behind him made him forget his anger as he caught a glimpse of Seth slipping behind one of the stalls.

‘I think he’s following us,’ Darius added. ‘He doesn’t seem to learn from past experiences.’

Sure enough when Eagan glanced around the boy was watching them. He was making his way under the stalls as quiet and stealthily as a cat. Eagan bought goods and gave instruction to deliver them to Nyal’s mother then moved on to the next stall. Seth crept along as well.
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