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Dedication




For my children.











  
  
Book Description




Meikah’s family are templars, as far from necromancers as it’s possible to be. When she learns that not only can she see the dead, but also wield magic, she fears what the future holds. She doesn’t want to become a necromancer, or a dark blade, but there seems to be few choices now available to her. It doesn’t help that people have begun to treat her like she’s an evil necromancer and rumours have started. Nor does she believe Kellan when he says she belongs with the Assassins Of The Dead. They seem to be a mismatched group that include nobles, an assassin, a sorcerer, a shapeshifter and a vampire. Not at all like templars. And if she was to join them, the rumours will never end and her family might actually disown her. 


*

This story was written by an Australian author using Australian spelling.












  
  
Name Pronunciation




Like many names there is more than one way to pronounce the following ones. These are the pronunciations used in this story. 

Amiel (ah-meel)

Breena (bree-nah)

Cato (cay-toe)

Ena (en-ah)

Isha (ee-sha)

Kellan (kell-en)

Livia (liv-ee-ah)

Magan (mag-en)

Maksim (mack-sim)

Meikah (mee-cah)

Sirena (sigh-ren-ah)








  
  
Chapter One




Meikah strode along the edge of the road, her gaze focused on the cobblestones beneath her boots, trying not to think about the sealed parchment in the pocket of her trousers. It felt heavier than it should, the worry she tried to ignore getting worse by the minute. If it wasn’t for the fact that her sister would catch up to her, she would have walked slower to postpone arriving home. 

Trying to distract herself, she glanced at the various shops of Dreyton as she strode past, most of them preparing to close at this time of day. They lived not far from the shopping district, on the edge of one of the wealthier suburbs. Her mother wanted to move closer to the Duke’s castle, but it was almost impossible to buy anything in that district. No one wanted to sell.

“Meikah!”

She didn’t need to look behind to know her sister hurried after her. She could hear the sound of her boots against the cobblestones as she ran. Not slowing her pace, she ignored Ena in the hope she’d get the message and leave her alone. The sound of footsteps continued to come closer.

Ena slowed as she reached Meikah’s side. “Didn’t you hear me calling out to you? It wouldn’t surprise me if you failed today’s exam if that’s how much attention you pay in class.”

She tried to focus only on the sounds that her boots made against the cobblestones. But it couldn’t drown out Ena’s words.

“I heard what happened today.”

She’d have been surprised if Ena hadn’t heard. The whispers had begun almost immediately. Seconds after the stunned silence. At least she’d have four weeks off after today’s exam. If she failed, there’d be no returning to the academy.

“You should have paid more attention.”

“I did.” At twenty-two, her sister was four years older than her but always treated her like she was far younger. She didn’t know which was worse, the way Ena had always done better than her at the Templar Academy or the way she treated her like a child.

Ena continued as if Meikah hadn’t spoken. “Our family has a long history of those who’ve graduated with honours from the Templar Academy. You’re letting everyone down.”

Meikah was tempted to remind Ena their maternal grandfather had once been a beggar in the streets. Until his ability to see the dead had earned him a place at their paternal grandfather’s side. She doubted her words would slow the bragging of the honours Ena had received at each testing. Her shoulders dropped lower. Was it possible to somehow lose the results on the way home?

A shout across the road interrupted Ena. Her brown eyes narrowed as she looked at the two young men who ran down the paved footpath, laughing. A man yelled after them, picking up the hat they’d knocked off his head, warning he’d get even.

“Poor Lila. She’s so embarrassed Kellan’s her brother. At least you’re not that lame. You try I suppose.”

Meikah slowed so she could watch Kellan as he continued to run down the street, his black hair tied at the nape of his neck, his companion keeping pace. She’d never seen the young man he was with before. He wore a hooded jacket, the hood having fallen back to reveal sandy blond hair tousled by the wind. The two of them wove through the handful of people standing around talking, resulting in more shouts at their antics as they ran around a corner.

Ena grabbed hold of Meikah’s upper arm. “Stop staring at them. Come on. We need to get home and find out how you did today. You better have passed. I couldn’t live with the shame if you failed.”

Meikah pulled away from her sister’s grip, stumbling on an uneven cobblestone. She took a step towards the paved footpath when a wagon rumbled past in front of her, two coffins securely tied in the back, chains and a padlock to prevent anyone from opening either of them.

“As if we don’t have enough vampires in town. The Duke should chase them out like they do in some of the other towns.” Ena grabbed Meikah’s upper arm again, “Come on.” She let go before Meikah could pull away, striding towards home.

Meikah stared after her sister. Like her, Ena wore the black trousers and long sleeved shirt of the Templar Academy, small brass buttons running down the front. Being as she’d past her first year, Ena wore a sword at her side and would soon pass her fifth year and start her three year apprenticeship with a templar. Meikah wanted to be able to carry a sword too. She brushed the tips of her fingers across her pocket, feeling the parchment beneath the fabric.

Meikah began to follow her sister, who was getting well ahead of her. She eyed Ena’s rich brown hair that was kept extremely short, yet one more difference between them. Her hair was plaited so it hung down her back. Her sister kept telling her she’d be better off cutting it short. That a warrior needed an appropriate haircut. She feared she wasn’t much of a warrior. A true warrior wouldn’t have been nervous for an exam. She pressed her hand against the parchment in her pocket. A pity Kellan hadn’t run past her so she could have said he’d taken it from her. It was something no one would have doubted with the many pranks he’d played in the past year.

Ena glanced over her shoulder. “Hurry up.”

Meikah opened her mouth to warn her sister she was about to walk into a warrior. Her mouth remained open when her sister walked through him. A shiver ran through her and she came to a stop, staring at the warrior who began to cross the cobblestone road. He headed towards the man who’d yelled at Kellan, now dusting off his hat that he’d finally caught after a gust of wind had carted it along the footpath.

“Meikah? What are you doing? Close your mouth. You look like an idiot standing there gaping.”

The warrior drew his sword, continuing to stride towards the man who remained in place, checking over his hat.

Ena walked back to Meikah, grabbing her by the arm again. “What are you doing? Everyone will be waiting to see how you did in your first year exams.”

“Can you see him?” She pulled away from Ena.

“Who?”

“The warrior with the drawn sword.” Her mouth fell open again when she saw a woman ride her horse directly through the warrior like he didn’t exist. “Spirit.” The word was a whisper.

“What?” Ena looked around. “We can’t see spirits. We’re not necromancers.”

“It’s not only necromancers who can see spirits.” She didn’t like it when people insinuated her grandfather was a necromancer. He had no magical abilities at all. She continued to stare at the spirit that had almost reached the man who’d started walking towards the group talking near the corner. She wanted to turn away, pretend she couldn’t see. She didn’t want people thinking she might be a necromancer. But the man would die. “Sorry.” Before her sister could ask her what she was sorry for, she drew the sword from her sister’s scabbard and ran towards the spirit.

The man glanced in her direction, breaking into a run when he saw her coming towards him.

The spirit looked over his shoulder, turning around when he spotted her. “You can see me?”

“Yes.”

The spirit grinned. “A necromancer with a sword. Fascinating. They tend to prefer daggers or straight magic.”

“I’m not a necromancer.” She had no magical ability.

“Then you can’t harm me, only be a minor hindrance.”

“Meikah! Stop carrying on and bring my sword back.”

The spirit laughed. “Those who can’t see are so entertaining. Step out of my way or the one calling out to you will be the next one to die.”

Fear for her sister raced through her. “You will leave my sister alone.” She swung at the spirit, her sword connecting with his, the sound of metal striking metal ringing out in the street.

Ena screamed. The man who’d been running turned around and shouted for help. Several people called out the word ‘necromancer’.








  
  
Chapter Two




Meikah didn’t have time to look in her sister’s direction to see why she’d screamed. The spirit attacked, driving her back with each swing of his sword. Ena’s sword felt unfamiliar. Anger at the academy’s rule that student’s couldn’t carry weapons until they passed their first year rushed through her. Their stupid rule was likely to get her killed. Not that she knew what she could have done even if she’d been using a familiar sword. The warrior was a lot more skilled than her. What had she been thinking? 

“You won’t change anything,” the spirit warned. “Once I’ve killed you, I’ll kill the one who screamed and then the man I was originally summoned to kill. Along with any others who might get in my way.”

“Not today.” She didn’t want to die. Or let her sister die either. She swung again. Lightning crawled along her sword as it collided with the other weapon. Shock momentarily froze her in place. A shout got her moving again.

“Throw yourself to the left.”

She had no idea why she obeyed the shouted words. More than likely it was the sword coming towards her. Possibly the shock at seeing magic flood along the blade of her sword. She landed hard on the cobblestones, turning so she could face the spirit.

Before he could attack, a flaming dagger pierced his body. The spirit barely had time to look down at his chest before his body exploded in light, the dagger clattering to the cobblestones, the flames extinguished.

Behind her, Meikah could hear her sister screaming at her to get to her feet. Ahead of her was the sound of running footsteps coming closer. It took her a few seconds to realise Ena believed the spirit was still there. She hadn’t seen him disappear.

“Are you all right?” Kellan held out a hand.

It was a few seconds before she was able to take it. “I don’t know.” Once she was on her feet, she looked at her sister’s sword she continued to hold. The blade seemed normal. She was unharmed, but that didn’t mean she was all right. She could do magic? It felt like the world tilted. She couldn’t do magic. It wasn’t possible.

Kellan’s companion joined them. “What happened?”

Meikah met his dark blue eyes, which were almost purple in colour, before she glanced around. “I’m not sure.” It all felt like a dream. A really bad dream.

“Are you hurt?” Kellan looked her up and down.

Meikah realised she continued to hold his hand. She let go, shaking her head, staring into his dark brown eyes. Not physically. She couldn’t bring herself to say those words aloud.

Kellan looked past her. “Then I’ll leave you to it before your sister reaches us. Sorry to say, but your sister is annoying. Worse than mine.” He grinned before sauntering off, his companion following him.

Ena stopped beside her. “What is going on?”

Meikah held the sword out to her sister, not bothering to answer. If she was lucky, no one had seen the lightning dance along the blade. She couldn’t be a necromancer. No one in her family had ever been one.

“Well?” Ena sheathed the sword.

Meikah looked away, her gaze drawn to where the spirit had been killed. The dagger was gone. She glanced around. It was nowhere. All she could see were people staring back at her, talking quietly amongst themselves. She dreaded knowing what they said.

“Are you listening to me?” Ena demanded.

Meikah gave a half shrug, guessing that telling her sister ‘no’ wouldn’t be a good idea. “Let’s go home.”

“That’s what I keep saying. You haven’t heard a word I’ve said.”

She strode beside Ena, glancing over her shoulder at the crowd that continued to gather, one of the women pointing in her direction. She pressed her hand against her pocket to find the parchment was unharmed. A glance at her sister showed she’d probably notice if she tried to get rid of it.

“Well?”

Meikah gave another half shrug, not having paid any attention to what Ena had said.

“Kellan might have gone to the Spell Sword Academy, but it’s all the same. If you fail your first year at the Templar Academy you’ll end up like him.”

The sound of his laughter echoed in her mind followed by the image of his grin. A smile began to form. She suppressed it.

“Don’t laugh about it.” Ena grabbed her by the arm and pulled her onto the paved footpath, out of the way of three horses that raced past them, heading in the same direction they were going. “Grandad Maksim would be appalled if you failed. Especially after all the time he’s spent helping you train.”

“Kellan didn’t fail. He was thrown out.” It had been the talk of the town last year. “And Grandad Maksim wouldn’t be disappointed. Only Grandad Harlen would be.”

“They both would be.”

Recognising her sister’s tone, Meikah didn’t bother arguing. She also didn’t bother listening to what her sister said, staring at the corner that was coming closer. They were nearly home. She pressed her hand against her pocket, a glance at her sister. She’d lost all chances to get rid of the results. Not that it would have done little more than postpone the inevitable. She had probably failed.

Images of the exam came to mind. She tried to push them aside. They flooded her mind and she saw herself drop her sword over and over again. The worst start possible for the first fight of her exam. The entire academy would probably be talking about it for weeks. Or months. Although after today, they were more likely to be whispering the word necromancer. It couldn’t be possible. Somehow it had to be a mistake. Her family were templars.

“Meikah. Pay attention.”

About to demand ‘what’ she realised she’d almost walked past the corner. Turning, she froze when she saw the three horses tied to the post at the front of their house. Dread settled over her. Recognising one of the horses, her heart sank. It belonged to a trainer at the Templar Academy. Surely she hadn’t failed that badly.

Ena stopped a few steps ahead of her, falling silent for a moment. “You shouldn’t have done it.”

“Done what?”

“Attacked the spirit.” Ena paused a moment. “Used magic.”

There went her hope that no one had noticed the lightning. “The man would have been dead.”

Ena faced her. “Better he died than you become a necromancer.” 

“How can you say that?” She slowly shook her head. “You can’t mean it.”

“You’re such a child. Our parents shouldn’t have babied you so much.”

Meikah didn’t bother arguing the words. She knew they weren’t true. Neither of them had been babied. “He would have died.”

“I know.” Ena gestured towards their house. “But it’d be better than what you’ll have to face now.”

“You’re wrong.”

“Am I? Then why are you standing here instead of going home?”

She looked past Ena to the horses, unable to take a step towards them. It wasn’t fear of being accused a necromancer that kept her standing there. Her hand brushed across her pocket, the parchment still there. She’d trained her entire life to become a templar.

“Well?”

She barely managed not to sigh. “A man lived. That is better.” She forced herself to walk past her sister.

“We’ll see.”

She didn’t bother to reply. Her sister would argue the colour of the sky.

“You know they’ll send another spirit after him. Necromancers are like that. They can keep sending spirits until the person is dead.”

Her breath caught in her throat and she stumbled. “They’ll assign him a guard.”

“No. He didn’t look wealthy enough that anyone would bother. He’ll be dead within the week. Probably by tomorrow.”








  
  
Chapter Three




Meikah walked faster, wanting to leave her sister and her comments behind. Reaching the front door, her steps again slowed. Behind her was Ena, ahead three strangers. Neither option sounded good. 

“Are you having second thoughts?”

Her hand curled into a fist and she had to force her fingers to straighten. “No.” She swung the door open and stepped inside the entrance hall. She froze when she saw her grandmother.

Ena pushed past her. “Is something wrong, Grandmother Isha?”

“You’ll never be too old that I can’t send you to your room for impertinence.” After a sharp look for Ena, Isha turned to Meikah. “They’re waiting for you in the parlour.” She came forward and took Meikah’s hands. “Your grandfather will be so proud when he hears what you did, saving that man’s life.”

“I don’t want to be a necromancer.” She looked at the familiar face of her grandmother, deep lines carved into the leathery skin of her face, her long hair completely white and braided to hang down her back.

“Do you plan to raise the dead?”

“No.”

“Then you have nothing to fear.” Isha tightened her grip a moment before letting go. “They’re waiting for you. Hold your head high and look them in the eye. You’ve done nothing wrong.”

“Yet,” Ena muttered, stepping back when Isha turned to glare at her.

Meikah was tempted to say it didn’t feel like it. If it wasn’t seeing spirits and having magic then it was failing her exam. Her father’s family consisted of generations of templars. She didn’t want to be the one to end that tradition. She glanced at her sister before she slowly walked towards the parlour. Ena certainly wouldn’t be the one who did that.

Reaching the closed door, she knocked softly, half hoping no one would hear her.

“Enter.”

At the sound of Harlen’s voice, she took a step backwards. Her grandfather was here? Things were worse than she feared. They often saw Maksim, when he was between assignments, but Harlen tended to only visit when there was a problem.

The door swung open. Harlen remained in the doorway, his permanent frown seeming deeper than usual, his black and silver hair neatly styled, his clothes of the finest fabric. “Did you not hear me?”

Meikah nodded.

“Then why are you standing there?”

She could think of nothing to say. Harlen wouldn’t accept fear as a suitable answer. Taking a step forward, she waited for her grandfather to move out of the way.

He remained in place. “You will not shame our family.” His voice was low.

Meikah nodded, trying to swallow past the lump that had formed in her throat. Had her trainer told him about the exam? Again she saw herself drop the sword, the clatter loud in the silent room.

Harlen stepped back, waiting until Meikah was in the room before he closed the door.

She could feel him at her back, a formidable presence preventing retreat. Glancing around the room, she saw both her parents, her grandmother Sirena, a trainer from the Templar Academy, another man and a woman. From past experience, she guessed Isha had disagreed with what was to come and had been asked to leave the room. It never made a difference. Isha always followed her own path.

Raising her chin, she met the many stares, refusing to let them send her running. Not that she could run anyway. Harlen was in the way. “You wanted to see me?” If Isha could face their combined forces, then she could too. Didn’t her mother often say she was like her grandmother? Although it was never in a complimentary way.

“We’ve arranged for you to attend the Dark Blade Academy.” Heron gestured towards the woman that stood to one side.

It took a few seconds for her father’s words to sink in. “I failed?” She looked towards the templar trainer.

“Your exam results don’t matter. Your skills will be more suited to the Dark Blade Academy,” Heron said.

“But I don’t want to be an assassin,” Meikah blurted out.

“We will not have you become a necromancer.”

She stepped to the side at her grandfather’s words so she could see him. The protest she started to make died when she saw her grandfather’s expression. She faced her father. “Why can’t I be a templar?”

“You belong in our academy,” the woman said.

The man took half a step forward. “With her talents she’d do better at the Spell Sword Academy.”

When an argument broke out, Meikah glanced towards the door. Harlen remained in the way, his voice the loudest in the room. She looked towards the window, the view showing the cobblestone street that passed the front of their two-storey house. There was no escape out that way. Her mother was in the way, shaking her head when the templar trainer suggested familiar surroundings without magic was the best option.

Meikah retreated to the side of the room, wanting to fade into the dark timber panelling of the wall. Her hand brushed across her pocket and she remembered the parchment she’d pushed in there, dreading the moment she had to hand it over to her parents. A glance towards them showed no one was paying her any attention. She drew out the parchment, her gaze fixed on the seal stamped in the drop of red wax. The seal of the Templar Academy. The place where her parents had trained. The place her grandfather and his mother before him had trained. Even Maksim had eventually been allowed to become a templar, having first been trained by Harlen.

“Are you going to open it?”

Meikah looked from the woman to the spot she’d stood in. “How long have you been there?”

The woman smiled fleetingly, nodding towards the parchment. “It won’t make a difference, but curiosity is always a healthy thing. Knowledge is power.”

“If you’re an assassin.”

“No matter who you are.”

Meikah’s gaze returned to the parchment, staring at it a moment longer before she slid her fingers under the drop of wax. She unfolded the parchment, staring at the sprawled writing of the director of the Templar Academy. It took a few seconds for the results to sink in. She’d passed. Barely, but it was still a pass.

“We will expect better of you than that,” the woman said.

“I don’t want to be an assassin.”

“Would you rather be a necromancer?”

“No.” She spoke in a rush. “Of course I don’t.”

“Then you’ll become an assassin. Being able to see the dead is an asset for those trained to go places where others try to keep you from entering.”

“And my magic?”

“You’ll forget about it and learn to rely on the skill of your blades. Or the bow if you’re that way inclined.”

She almost told the woman she couldn’t use a bow. But that would have meant explaining why she was certain she couldn’t use one. She doubted she’d be able to tell the woman beside her that she’d accidentally shot her trainer in the arm and he’d refused to return. “I prefer a sword.”

“You’ll learn to prefer a dagger.” The woman smiled slightly. “It’s settled. I’ll see you at the academy tomorrow morning. We have a lot of work to cover. When you enter the building go straight ahead, turning at the first corridor on the left. It’s the third classroom on the right.” She strode towards the door. “There’s nothing more to argue about. I’ve settled it with the girl. She’ll be at the academy in the morning.” She faced Harlen. “Is there a reason you continue to bar the door?”

Meikah was surprised to see her grandfather look flustered. In minutes the room was empty of all but her parents, her grandfather having warned her once more not to shame the family before he and her grandmother left.








