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Dedication




For all my four legged companions. You might not be dragons, but you've filled my life with magic all the same.











  
  
Book Description




Some heroes work in the shadows, only their deeds remembered.


As an Assassin Of The Dead, Meikah’s been taught to always go to the source when trying to find out information. This time she fears she may have taken that principle a little too far. Infiltrating the Necromancer Resistance turns out to be a lot more dangerous than she assumed. No one trusts her, no one can be trusted and what they expect her to do might have her ending up as one of them rather than stopping them from taking over the country. Her future looks like it might be a choice between death or being outlawed and hunted by even the dragons themselves. 

*


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)

Branok (bran-ock)

Breena (bree-nah)

Darien (dah-ree-en)

Daveth (dav-eth)

Eshren (esh-ren)

Galzeren (gal-zair-en)

Helrin (hell-rin)

Hincke (hink)

Isha (ee-sha)

Jelena (jell-en-ah)

Jennaya (jen-neigh-ah)

Kelgar (kell-gar)

Kellan (kell-en)

Livia (liv-ee-ah)

Maksim (mack-sim)

Marta (mar-ta)

Meikah (mee-cah)

Mezeth (mez-eth)

Naya (neigh-ah)

Neven (nev-en)

Osric (oz-rick)

Shaylah (shay-la)

Suri (sue-ree)

Tavric (tav-rick)

Thazarrine (thah-zah-reen)

Thazirra (thah-zeer-rah)

Tolmerr (toll-mer)

Urian (you-ree-en)








  
  
Chapter One




Meikah gave a longing glance towards the barracks, her magic making it possible to see the windowless building in the dark, the necromancer village quiet around her. She desperately needed sleep. But before she could, she needed to find somewhere secluded that she could talk to Daveth. Nowhere came to mind. Or at least nowhere decent. With a sigh, she silently headed towards the perimeter wall, slipping behind the row of outhouses only a few feet from the outer wall, each step feeling like a great feat. No one was in the area at the rear of the village. Not that she blamed them. The smell here wasn’t the best. Which she supposed suited her purposes. She wasn’t likely to be disturbed. And with how tired she was, she really didn’t have the energy to figure out a better location. Not that she’d noticed any other secluded locations since arriving here. 

Stopping at the perimeter wall, a structure made of upright logs set in the ground with the bark still intact, she leaned against it, wishing she could sleep rather than be out here. It felt like forever since she’d slept. Naya hadn’t been joking when she’d said rest was to be earned. Along with everything else. Including food. She pressed a hand against her stomach and tried to ignore the amount of hours that had passed since her last meal. It had been the middle of the day and it hadn’t really been large enough to have been called a meal. It was now around the middle of the night. Far too long with all that had been expected of her throughout the day.

After another glance around the area, Meikah lowered her hand to rest it on the sword at her side. “Daveth.” She spoke the word softly, not completely certain exactly how having someone bound to a weapon worked. Her sword warmed with a flash of heat, startling her. She really had to start figuring things out. The list of things she didn’t know was growing by the day.

Daveth appeared before her, his form barely visible, mostly shadow. “This won’t work if I’m going to be stuck in the sword all the time. You should have called me out to scout around the village. Not just Marta to search outside the place.”

“We have to earn their trust,” Meikah protested.

“Do you really think Naya is capable of trusting anyone?”

Meikah sighed. “Probably not.” She wanted to sleep, not stand here talking. She and Kellan had arrived yesterday morning and Naya had barely given her a moment to herself, let alone given her a chance to see Kellan. The only way she’d been able to call Marta out of the dagger yesterday afternoon was by hiding in one of the outhouses. Not something she wanted to repeat with how cramped they were. And also with the stench of them. “Can you find Marta? I need to know what’s near the village and if she could get in touch with Shade.” He’d hopefully been able to follow them all the way to the village.

“You can summon her. She’s bound to your dagger.” Daveth nodded to the dagger at Meikah’s side.

She dreaded telling Daveth she didn’t know how. There was too much she didn’t know about being a necromancer. Or dragon touched. And there certainly wasn’t ever enough time to learn what she needed to know. Not that she wanted to learn how to be a necromancer. Especially with how most of them ended up from using their abilities. She didn’t want to lose who she was. To become evil. “Can you please bring her back? I haven’t slept in ages and I don’t know how much longer I can remain awake.” She also didn’t know how she was meant to talk to Kellan. The two of them had been separated the moment they’d arrived and informed that new necromancers were housed in the barracks. Women in one and men in the other.

“Saying please doesn’t make it any less of an order.” Daveth strode through the log wall like it didn’t exist.

Meikah bit back the urge to call him to her so she could apologise. She’d never meant to make it an order. Surely there was some way to get around her requests being an order for him. Having him bound to her sword was worse than she’d first thought it’d be. Back then, she’d only feared becoming a necromancer. Now, she felt like Daveth was her slave and that wasn’t a feeling she liked at all. It made her extremely uncomfortable.

Marta stepped through the wall, interrupting Meikah’s thoughts, Daveth following close behind. Before speaking, she once again glanced around the area, making sure they remained alone. “Did you find Shade? Has he learned anything? And how are my grandparents?” She knew there were more important things to discuss, but she’d been worried about them.

“Shade found an abandoned cottage a bit over an hour from here and they’re staying there. Isha has been worried about you, but was relieved when she learned Naya had taken you to the village rather than attacked you and stole your sword like she feared she might.”

“Where is the cottage?”

“Almost directly north of here. I don’t know how Shade found it. The place looks like it’s been taken back by the forest with trees and shrubs growing up against it and vines covering most of it,” Marta said. “Shade keeps asking if I’ve spoken to you. And every time he asks, Isha worries you’ve come to harm.”

“Oh.” Meikah fought back a yawn, wondering if they should find a way to get Isha back to Dreyton. “I couldn’t get away any sooner.”

“Shade and Maksim keep telling Isha how difficult it can be to get away when you infiltrate an organisation,” Marta said. “She understands, but still worries about you.”

“We don’t have all night to gossip,” Daveth warned. “Marta needs to tell you about the spirits from Durnning Island. The ones that were bound to the necromancers who were captured.”

Meikah dreaded asking, but found herself doing so anyway. “What happened to them?” She braced herself for the answer, knowing that whatever it was, she was responsible.

“The ones that were bound to the necromancers who survived the fight aren’t bound to anything or anyone now,” Marta said. “I’ve talked to them.”

Meikah tried to make sense of Marta’s words. “You went back to Durnning Island?”

Marta shook her head. “I spoke to them here, on the mainland.”

“Impossible.” Meikah again found herself slowly shaking her head. “They must be bound to something.” She didn’t know much about being a necromancer, but after reading the book she’d taken from Hincke, she at least knew that much. “This isn’t where they died or were buried. To leave either of those places, they have to be bound to something. Or summoned by a necromancer. That’s how it works.”

“As far as I know, and as far as they can figure out, they’re bound to nothing and can go anywhere.” Marta shrugged. “Maybe what was given to the necromancers changed the rules for the spirits that were bound to them.”

Meikah leaned back against the log wall, her eyes closing as she thought of what it might mean having so many spirits that could wander free. Did they want revenge against those who’d caused their deaths a century ago? Or against the descendants of their murderers?

“You’re not going to sleep, are you?” Marta asked.

Meikah opened her eyes to find Marta studied her worriedly. Taking a deep breath, she focused on what she could deal with. The problem of the spirits would have to wait. “Have you or Shade discovered anything of interest around here?”

“Shade has been watching the gates while Maksim helped me scout the area,” Marta said. “No one has gone in or out of the village since Naya led the two of you in here and other than the cottage and a couple of small farms, there’s nothing else around the village for about an hour in every direction.”

Meikah had no idea how they were meant to discover what the necromancer resistance was planning. All she’d learned so far was that Naya overworked new necromancers and trusted no one. Only one of those pieces of information was new to her. “Tell my grandparents I’m fine and I’ll talk to you when I can. Keep an eye on the village and see if the farmers know anything about it.”

Marta nodded, slipping back through the log wall like it didn’t exist.

Meikah turned to Daveth. “You need to return to the sword so I can get some sleep.” She doubted Naya would let her have a full night of sleep with how hard she’d worked them so far.

“You’ve not had to use the sword once. I could wander around and see if I can learn anything while most of the village sleeps,” Daveth offered.

She didn’t answer straight away, worried he’d be caught or someone would ask her to show the ‘dragon’ in her sword before he could return to it. Finally, she nodded. There was no way she could remain in the village much longer. If Naya kept overworking them to the point where they were always tired, and barely let them sleep, eventually she or Kellan would slip up and say the wrong thing. “Be careful.”

Daveth strode towards the barracks without acknowledging her words.








  
  
Chapter Two




Meikah remained where she was, leaning against the log wall, trying to find the energy to move. She couldn’t stay here all night. Not without someone wondering where she’d disappeared to. 

Pushing away from the wall, she focused on putting one foot in front of the other, crossing the quiet village. Slipping inside the silent barracks, Meikah gave a start when someone dragged her to the side of the door, a hand clamping over her mouth.

“Where have you been?” Kellan asked, his voice little more than a whisper.

Meikah relaxed against him, letting the magic she’d called up remain unused. She’d have to do something with it before she slept. Not that she knew what to do with it. There were no enemies nearby she could use it on. “What are you doing in here?” She spoke as quietly as he had done.

“Naya isn’t their leader.”

“What?” She tried to make sense of his words. It was so hard to think with how tired she was.

“I overheard her talking to one of the others who help run this place. They didn’t refer to their leader by name, just she and her. And each time they emphasised the word.”

“What do you mean?” She really needed sleep. Half a day’s worth of sleep with how tired she was. Or maybe a full day.

“She says to send the sword to her,” Kellan said. “That’s the exact sentence and they emphasised ‘she’ and ‘her’. A message came this afternoon.”

“How? Marta said no one has been in or out of the village since we entered.”

Kellan shrugged. “I don’t know, but don’t let your sword out of your sight. Think what they could do with a bound dragon touched sword.”

Meikah sighed. “I need sleep. I can’t think clearly.”

“That’s their plan. They want us to make mistakes.” Kellan grinned. “They think I’ve got the runs. Every hour I head to the outhouse and take a few minutes’ nap. Doesn’t smell that good, but it’ll help keep me alert enough to outwit them in their little games.”

“I suppose they’d question if we both did that.”

Kellan nodded. “They offered me some concoction and I made myself throw it straight back up since I didn’t know what was in it.”

“What do I do if they try to take the sword from me?”

Kellan shrugged again. “Hope it doesn’t come to that. And if it does, we’ll figure out a plan to keep it from them.” He looked over his shoulder.

Meikah looked past him to the door she’d come in through, having heard the noise she assumed had caught his attention. “You better go. We don’t want to get caught talking together. They obviously think it’s important to keep us apart.”

“You never said where you were.”

“Behind the outhouses. I thought it was a safe place to talk to Marta and Daveth.”

Kellan chuckled softly. “No one is likely to hang out around there unless they have no other choice. I don’t know why they don’t use a potion to get rid of the smell. Unless it’s all part of the torture they put new necromancers through. Or maybe it’s because they don’t plan to stay here long so don’t think it’s worth wasting a potion on them.”

“The village has a rough look to it, so we have to assume it was never meant to be used long term.”

“We need to find out why,” Kellan said.

Meikah frowned, again trying to figure out what he meant. “Why does it matter why they haven’t dealt with the smell?”

Kellan chuckled. “You do need sleep. What we need to know is why they only plan to stay here for a limited amount of time. Are their plans nearly completed? The reason could be important.”

Meikah couldn’t help thinking about Hincke and his willingness to kill hundreds of innocent people to achieve his goals. “If their goals are nearly completed, what are they? Surely it’s more than releasing their ancestors. Are they still going to release them, or have they come up with another way to take control of the country?”

“That’s what we need to find out.” Kellan took half a step away from her. “Find a way to get enough rest. We’re going to need our wits about us if we’re to survive.”

Before Meikah could demand how she could do that, he was gone, slipping out the door and closing it softly behind him. She leaned against the wall, trying to gather the energy to make it to the small room she was to share with three other necromancers. There was no way she could exist on so little sleep for much longer. Although she’d been shown the room yesterday, she hadn’t been allowed to sleep last night, having been put on guard duty instead. She’d worried tonight was going to be the same.

Pushing away from the wall, she moved down the hallway with slow steps, her fingertips trailing along the rough surface. She left behind faint sparks of lightning, hoping they would barely be noticed if anyone touched the wall. Reaching her room, she sank onto the second pallet from the far wall, the soft sounds of three sleeping young women filling the room. There were no windows or doors on any of the rooms, which were seven feet wide and only deep enough for the four pallets and a chest of drawers shoved against the wall beside the doorway. Temporary rooms. Not designed for people who’d settled in for a long stay.

As uncomfortable as the pallet was, and how awkward it was to sleep fully clothed with her boots on and her weapons at her sides, Meikah fell asleep before she could come up with any plans. A deep, dreamless sleep of extreme exhaustion. She was abruptly woken before she’d had anywhere near enough sleep. Peering up at the woman who stood above her, she realised the other pallets in the room were empty. Her roommates hadn’t even disturbed her sleep when they’d left. Which wasn’t good.

It took a moment for her to bring the woman fully into focus and brighten her surroundings enough to see the woman frowned down at her. The lack of windows made it impossible to tell what the hour was.

“How many times do I need to tell you to rise?” the woman demanded.

Meikah stumbled to her feet, rubbing at her eyes and stifling a yawn. “It might help if you let us get a proper amount of sleep around here. Naya didn’t say we’d have to go without sleep if we joined you.” 

The woman continued to frown at her. “Do you think gaining freedom for an entire people is accomplished by sleeping excessively?”

Meikah drew in a deep breath, keeping the words she’d have preferred to speak, to herself. Arguing wasn’t going to get her anywhere. She stared at the woman’s leather boots, her gaze on the laces that were firmly knotted, her trousers tucked into the top of the boots. When the woman remained silent, she fought the urge to look up to see what she was doing.

“You may break your fast in the hall, then report to Naya.”

Meikah stepped into the corridor when the woman spun and strode away with a sharp, brisk sound of boots on wooden floorboards. She waited until the woman had left the building before she followed at a slower pace. Glancing into each of the tiny rooms, she found all of them empty. Reaching the door, she paused, checking both her weapons. Relief rushed through her at finding they were hers, neither having been replaced during her deep sleep.

She was amongst enemies. She couldn’t afford to sleep so deeply. Not that she knew what she could do about it.

Stepping outside, she blinked in the early morning light, adjusting her vision after the dimness inside the women’s barracks. They certainly took the earning privileges to the extreme with the lack of windows and doors in the two barracks. Straightening her shoulders, Meikah strode towards the hall where food was served. They needed to take down the necromancer resistance as quickly as possible. She doubted she’d tolerate the conditions here much longer. Not without saying something or demanding better treatment. For all the new necromancers, not just her and Kellan. As far as she knew, the new necromancers had done nothing to deserve such treatment. Just like she and Kellan had done nothing wrong.








  
  
Chapter Three




After a small bowl of plain porridge, all she was allowed to have, Meikah marched through the village to Naya’s house, determined to at least get enough to eat. Did Naya think starving people would make them want to remain with her group? Before she reached the house, a hand dragged her inside a dimly lit dwelling, a single, narrow window in the rough hewn building. 

Daveth let her go as soon as she was inside. “There’s a tunnel under Naya’s house. They could come and go without us knowing.”

“Where does it lead?”

“I can’t get close enough to enter it. I can see through the window into her backroom, but she never leaves it, so I can search.”

“I have to report to Naya now,” Meikah said. “You should probably go back in the sword in case I need to use it.”

“It would be better if I could search the tunnel while you distract her,” Daveth suggested.

“I don’t know. The sword is the only reason they want us here. Why else would she summon me?”

Daveth’s jaw momentarily tightened. “What are your orders?”

Meikah slowly shook her head. “I never wanted to enslave you.”

“Then you should have bound me differently.”

“There are other ways to bind spirits to objects?”

Daveth glanced heavenwards. “Do you know anything about being a necromancer?”

“Obviously,” Meikah said. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t be bound to my sword.” She immediately regretted her words at the glimpse of pain she saw in his eyes. “I’m sorry, Daveth.”

“Then listen to what I have to say. Stop ordering me around and use my experience to help us take the necros down.”

She drew in a long, slow breath, trying to ignore her hunger pains. “What’s your plan?”

“The trapdoor is in the backroom behind Naya’s desk. Find a way to get her out of there so I can enter the tunnel without her seeing me. I can then tell Shade and Maksim where to watch before I return to you.”

She studied Daveth for a moment before nodding. She didn’t know how to get Naya out of the back room, but having the tunnel exit watched made sense. “Was there anything else? I need to go before she wonders where I am.”

“No. If there’s anything to be found here, it’ll be in Naya’s back room. It’s the only place I haven’t searched.”

She gave another nod before meeting his gaze, holding it for a moment before she turned and checked out the window before leaving the small dwelling.

Reaching Naya’s house, she rapped sharply on the door.

A man Meikah hadn’t seen before opened the door and pointed to a closed door on the other side of the room. “Wait there. You may enter when her current visitor leaves.”

Meikah crossed the room to stand by the door, listening into the conversation going on inside.

“Please, mistress, I can’t return to the Arcton Mountains. You don’t know how bad it is,” a girl pleaded.

“All necromancers know exactly what it’s like in the Mountains,” Naya stated.

“I won’t survive if you send me back. I barely made it through the month I lived there before you found me. Please. I’ll learn. I’ll practice longer. Just give me another chance.”

“Return to your class. You have until the end of this day to show me your skills can be of use.”

Meikah fought the urge to burst into the room and demand that Naya give the girl more of a chance than that. Learning the skills of a necromancer wasn’t easy. She steeled herself to remain where she was, her gaze on the door that opened.

The girl glanced at Meikah before ducking her head and scurrying outside. Meikah stared after the girl. She slept in the room next to hers, a frail looking child with wide brown eyes, long black hair and easily startled by the slightest noise. Meikah doubted the girl was any older than twelve. She didn’t expect she’d be allowed to stay.

“Do you plan to make me wait all day?” Naya demanded sharply.

Meikah strolled into the room, closing the door behind her, refusing to be cowed by the look Naya gave her. “You wanted to see me?”

Naya remained seated behind the desk set in the middle of the room, a cupboard and shelves lining the wall behind her. “I have decided your sword would be better wielded by someone with more skill than you have.”

“It needs to be wielded by the one who bound it,” Meikah said.

Naya smiled. “Do you think me a fool?”

A shiver ran up Meikah’s spine at the sight of the smile. She didn’t let herself look away. “Do you think I’d lie about it when you can easily learn the truth yourself?”

Naya rose to her feet, hands planted on the desk as she leaned forward to glare at Meikah. “Anyone can use a bound sword, regardless of who does the binding.”

“Not when it comes to dragons.” Meikah continued to meet Naya’s gaze, wishing she’d been allowed more sleep. And food. Her stomach growled as if to emphasise that thought.

Naya held out her hand. “Show me.”

Meikah didn’t take her gaze from Naya’s. “Have you used a bound sword before?”

Naya’s smile formed again. “I have lived far longer than you, child.”

“Then why do you think you can call the dragon in here?” Meikah asked.

“Have you used a bound sword other than the one you wear at your side?” Naya continued to hold out her hand.

Meikah shook her head.

Naya lowered her hand, studying Meikah before speaking. “Then how about you tell me about your experience with a bound sword.”

“Only the one who bound the creature can summon it when fighting. And only when fighting. You need someone attacking you for it to come forth.” Meikah hoped that not having Daveth in the sword would make a difference and that Naya couldn’t force him to return to the sword and make a dragon form. But what if it didn’t matter that he wasn’t in it? What if she could draw him back into it and force him to her will?

Naya stepped around the desk, gesturing towards the door. “Outside and show me.”

Meikah hurried ahead of Naya, frantically trying to think what to do. She couldn’t show Naya. And she didn’t know if she should risk letting Naya hold the sword. Even though there wasn’t a dragon bound to it like Naya thought, it was still a bound sword. Far more powerful than the typical weapon.

The man by the door held it open as they approached, stepping outside to remain in front of the door he closed once the backroom was empty.

Meikah moved away from the house, standing in the middle of the area before she turned to face Naya, who had drawn a sword. Meikah rested her hand on the hilt of her sword. This wasn’t good. Not in the slightest. Could a sword be bound to a person and made impossible for another to wield it?

“Well?” Naya demanded. “I don’t have all day to stand here. Show me what you do to call the dragon to fight for you.”

It was a pity she couldn’t summon her own dragon while holding a weapon in that hand. Sooner or later, she was going to need to take time to learn how to use her abilities before her lack of training got her killed. “If you were expecting me to fight you, then you should have let me get enough sleep and food.”

“Draw your weapon,” Naya ordered.

Why had she let Daveth remain out of the sword? She slowly drew it, an idea forming. Powerful sorcerers, who’d trained for decades, could create new spells by blending other spells. She’d already discovered her abilities had been changed by becoming dragon touched. And if she didn’t do something, no matter how drastic, she’d find herself facing an entire village of necromancers. Deliberately stumbling as she took a step forward, she nicked herself with her sword, blood trickling down the blade.

“Don’t be so weak. Raise your sword and show me what it can do,” Naya ordered.

Meikah tightened her grip on her weapon, gathering her thoughts. She wouldn’t have much time to cause her dragon to enfold her. Breathing in deeply, she spoke the words softly, the spell little more than an expelled breath. It was a mixture of four spells, the necromancer ones far easier to use than the sorcerer ones.








