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Introduction




You must always remember that our histories are written by the most powerful people in society: the rich, the war-mongers, and the politicians. The voices of the oppressed, the undervalued and the dispossessed are buried under new regimes, and turned into myths and whispers. This means that what your tutors and scholars may present to you as facts, are often only one side of something far more complex. 

If you had only ever seen the back of an elaborate embroidery—all knots and cut threads—you'd call it hideous and discard it. But, once it was turned around for you, the beauty could be seen. Two sides of one cloth, both carrying different values to the beholder. 

You see?

For that reason, I present to you these chronicles, so that events as I experienced them can be recorded in my own words. I cannot promise that they are completely accurate, as at times events moved quickly and there may be gaps in my memory or understanding. Some information I present to you from my own research, or from the accounts others have given to me when I had the opportunity to ask them later. 

If I confuse you, I ask that you give me time to explain.

Also, consider yourself forewarned that some matters I cover are…unpleasant. I see no gain in shying away from the brutality and violence I have witnessed. Your discretion is advised as some moments I will recall were bloody, heart breaking and utterly sickening. You will find gore and death in these pages, as well as the worst kind of violence against women. But I will not linger on the lurid details of the latter.

My hope is that I balance these with the kindness and passion I have also found. Otherwise, what is the point?

But, on with my story.

May the gods be kind to you.



Sarah Brandt








  
  
Chapter 1




  'Before all things began, there was Tewolgow Bras—the Great Darkness. Silent, cold and perfect. And then the gods appeared, bringing life and chaos.' Breithan Histories Vol1, B. Sweek



Branches whipped my face as I ran, scoring fresh lines of pain across my skin. Melody’s hand was clasped tightly in mine. Her skin was slick with sweat—a mixture of fear and exertion. We ran blindly, our path lit only by the twin full moons in the cloudless, dark sky above. Our breath curled like smoke in the frigid winter air. I could hear Melody’s continuously muttered words, her thoughts and fears spilling from her lips as she dragged me along. Neither of us risked a glance backwards. We could hear the pounding of hooves as our pursuers closed in. 

I stumbled, my hand slipping from Melody’s grip, and landed on sharp stones on the dirt road. Pain sang through my knees, the stones biting into my palms. Melody paused in her desperate flight, turning back to drag me to my feet. 

“We have to keep going, Sarah, please!” Her voice was laced with desperation. 

I clambered to my feet. A sharp agony shot through my legs, and I felt the dampness of blood trickling down my shins beneath my dress. Words had long since failed me, leaving my tongue an uncomfortable, dead weight in my mouth. I gave Melody a nod instead and staggered forward once more. Melody accepted this, knowing she would not hear a single utterance from me under these conditions.

The heavy sound of hooves on the rough road neared. Burning torches cast long shadows in front of us as the mounted men caught up to us.

A voice, callous and irritated, called out behind. 

“Melody! Get back here! Let’s be reasonable and talk this out. No need for such a fuss.”

The narrow track, hemmed in by the bare trees, headed away from the village and out towards the northern marshland. We hurried onwards. My muscles screamed at the exertion and my lungs burned, struggling to draw a full breath. My thin dress stuck to my back and chest with sweat; my skin was frozen by the night air and hot as a furnace from within.

Melody’s constant talk wheezed in the frigid air, assuring herself things would be fine.

“Keep up, Sarah, please. Just a bit further. Got to get to the marsh and we’ll lose them.”

I didn’t understand what Melody’s plan was. The marsh certainly wasn’t a haven for anyone. Even in the height of summer, when it hadn’t been raining for weeks, the ground was dangerously soft in places and stray cattle drowned. What she planned to do when we reached the marsh was beyond me, but I went along with her. The thought of abandoning her didn’t occur to me.

The trees opened out as the ground became softer, and then we faced the open expanse of the marsh. Melody slipped as the terrain turned to mud below our feet, dragging us both to the ground with a startled cry.

The five riders emerged from the track, torches held aloft. The horses snorted and stamped their hooves, their flanks steaming.

From the slippery ground, I looked at Melody. Her dress was torn and caked in mud. She looked like a ghost, her dress shimmering in the moonlight and her face ashen despite her exertion. Blood had soaked through the skirts in a dark stain, more so now than when she had, not too long ago, burst into my home, weeping. The flowers that were woven into her golden hair for the ceremony that day had long since fallen away in our haste. The torchlight spilt over her face, and I recoiled as I saw the blooming bruises. 

One rider pulled her attention as he jumped down from the saddle and strode towards us. The baron. He was short, in his later years, his clothes well-tailored and clean. His white hair was balding, clinging to the sides of his head. He was Melody’s new father-in-law for all of one afternoon.

With a sniff, he crouched down and looked his son’s bride over with disdain. 

“Let’s end this nonsense. Come back with us and we’ll talk this over; it’s just a misunderstanding.” He smiled, but his eyes remained cold as they raked over Melody’s chest. “You can’t blame a man for getting carried away on his wedding night, not when you’re such a gorgeous thing.”

All I could do was stare. My mouth was unwilling to move, despite the desire to shout at the leering bastard. A husband didn’t rape his wife on their first night as a married couple. I wanted to scream, but the words wouldn’t come. My mouth was dry and numb, my breathing laboured. I dug my fingers into the slimy mud where I sat, hunched in frustration.

Melody shivered, tears rolling down her face as she shook her head. 

“I’m not going anywhere with you or Jedan. I’m going to the priest, to have the marriage annulled,” she spat back, and my heart sang at her righteous anger. If I could have, I would have cheered and encouraged her to vent her hurt. 

“That’s not going to happen.” Another of the riders spoke and urged his mount forward into the light. A deep hood covered the thin face of Catherack, the priest from the Church of the New Dawn. The shining metal mask that covered the top half of his head caught the light. “I’ve bound you in marriage, and the union has been consummated, so an annulment is out of the question.”

A shiver scurried like a crawler down my spine as he spoke. The ceremonial masks the Church wore—cold, expressionless, lifeless—disturbed me. Catherack had overseen the building of the new church over the last year and had single-handedly seen to the removal of all the village’s old shrines. If anyone was found praying to the gods in the old ways he would intervene with his crowd of goons and ‘correct’ them. He hadn’t liked me from the start, and I was fine with that. I saw him for the manipulative zealot he was, even if no one else did.

Melody made a strangled noise. “Consummated? That’s what you’re calling what he did to me?” Her voice rose to a hysterical pitch as she spoke, clutching her stained skirts before her. She was shaking. I put my arm around her shoulder, pulling her tight against my chest. My chestnut hair fell across her face as she wept, her tears hot on my olive skin.

Jedan, a younger man, dropped from his horse and walked over to us, ignoring me. He had his father’s look about him, with hard, cruel eyes and ashy blond hair.

“Get up,” he said, roughly grabbing Melody by the arm. She struggled, screaming like a banshee, and lashed out in his grip. Her scream broke me from my rigid state, and I lunged forward to her aid. Voices raised as the two men struggled with us; the other riders jumped down to assist. Only Catherack stayed in the saddle, watching. Melody clawed and bit like a cornered animal, her eyes wild, as I tried to free her.

Someone grabbed my hair, yanking hard enough to fill my vision with stars. I jerked to a halt. An elbow smashed into my face and I fell, twisting, and hit the ground, bruising my hip and shoulder. Tears blurred my vision as I searched for Melody.

“Grab her!” Jedan yelled as Melody broke free, her hair whipping wildly and her dress torn. My hip screamed with pain as I tried to get up. All I could do was watch in horror as Jedan punched Melody in the face. Blood sprayed in an obscene arc as she fell backwards, her head landing on a cluster of rocks beside the track. 

The sound of skull hitting stone made my stomach lurch. Melody lay as still as a corpse. 

“No!” The single word burst from my lips. Melody’s unseeing eyes stared back at me, her mouth slack as though she were trying to call out to me one last time. My heart shattered in my chest, leaving it hollow.

The baron’s face twisted into a snarl. “For fuck’s sake, Jedan. How many times must I clean up your shit?” He dragged a hand over his thinning hair. “We can’t keep doing this, son. If you can’t learn to control yourself, I’m going to have to send you to your uncle in Sintralia. People are going to start putting two and two together!” His total lack of regard for what had happened to Melody made my teeth clench.

Jedan cursed under his breath, his fists clenched until his knuckles paled. “They never listen. They never fucking listen to me!” His dark eyes fell on me, full of madness and venom. He pointed at me, and I jerked back at the gesture. “That one’s going to talk. Look at her, snivelling in the muck. All these bitches do is—”

“Enough,” said Catherack. He looked down his long, hooked nose at me, shadows dancing across his mask in the torchlight. His exposed jaw tightened. “Sarah won’t say anything. That one is odd as it is. I doubt anyone would believe anything she told them.”

Jedan’s father huffed, giving a shrug. “I find it safest to kill them. Leave no witnesses. If you want my purse to remain amenable to you and your cause, you’ll agree to that. Especially with the pitiful dowry we had for her.” 

Catherack whirled to face the Baron at those words. So, he was in their pocket, proving he was a shit all along. 

“You bastards,” I hissed, my voice trembling.

The priest fixed me with a long, stony stare, his lips pressed together in thought. “Her,” he said with a lift to his lips that would have been a smile on anyone else. “We say Sarah was jealous and killed Melody in a fit of rage.”

The Baron gave me a sceptical look. “Will people believe that? She looks harmless enough to me. I don’t think I’ve heard her say a word in fact.”

Catherack chuckled. “She’s an odd one, alright. People go out of their way to avoid her if they can. With no family left, we won’t have anyone push back if we blame her for Melody’s death. Look at her, she’s a friendless spinster in her thirties. Melody was the only friend she had, and she married your son today and was about to leave the village. About to leave her. Alone. People will believe that we found them like this, after Jedan came looking for his lovely wife. Then your son is free to carry on.” 

Tears rose at the callousness of his words, and the truth of them. I had been jealous. The thought of losing Melody had wounded me, but I would never harm her. I glanced at the marsh to my left. In the dreadful calm of my mind, I knew I had a choice to make. Either I stayed and let Catherack and the Baron blame me for Melody’s murder, most likely meaning my own death, or I could run. I’d likely die either way, but at least one option gave me control over my demise. I could adhere to this logic. I looked up at the priest again, his yellow robes showing beneath the heavy cloak protecting him from the cold. He stared at the Baron, who nodded his agreement.

One of the Baron’s men yanked me to my feet, holding me from behind by my arms with a tight grip. My face throbbed with my heartbeat where the elbow had struck me; my vision blurred in one eye.

Jedan walked towards me, his eyes cold in his disarmingly handsome face. I saw his hand twitch close to the sword that hung from his belt. I knew his intent. He was a bloodthirsty beast, denied his kill.

“So that means I can act as a vengeful husband.”

The baron groaned, but didn’t move to stop his son. “Jedan, let her be. We’ll throw the body in the marsh and take that one back to the village. Don’t make this any worse for yourself than it already is.”

The hands holding me tightened as Jedan stalked closer, breath blowing against the back of my head. I had one chance to get away. I flung my head back; my skull connected with the face of the man behind me. His nose crunched, fresh blood sprayed down my neck, and stars sparked across my vision with sickening pain. He let me go, and I threw myself to the side. Scraping my hands and knees against the ground, I scrambled up and ran into the marsh.

Startled yells rang out behind me, drowned out by the splashing of mud and the pounding of blood in my ears. The moons shone on the stagnant pools as I ran between them. I pinned my hopes on the fact that the men wouldn’t risk their valuable horses in the marsh, that my life was worth less than the animals to them. Stinking, heavy mud clung to my feet in a handful of strides. The cold stole my breath as I ran into the open. I didn’t stop. Even when I stumbled, I got back up and ran onwards under the light of the moons. I wouldn’t stop, not unless an arrow hit me.

“I’m sorry, Melody,” I whispered with ragged breaths, hot tears streaming down my cheeks.








  
  
Chapter 2





'As sure as steel is tempered by fire, a heart is tempered by loss.'Proverb



My hands clenched and unclenched over and over. Pain filled my right eye and throbbed in time with my pulse, the swelling making it harder to see. Staggering through the foetid marsh with no sense of direction, I soon lost my shoes in the sucking mud and carried on in just my stockings. Looking at the twin moons above me, I prayed through my tears. Silently, I called out to the gods, reciting over and over again the funeral rites to ease Melody’s passage to the Summer Isles. Only my ragged breathing and the water’s sloshing broke the stillness. The baron had given up the chase soon enough, not wanting to risk expensive horses going lame. I would likely perish here. 

Every muscle in my body trembled with a mixture of shock and cold. All I could do was push onward, putting as much distance between myself and everything behind me. The implication of what had happened tugged at the corners of my mind, but I refused to acknowledge it. I didn’t have the energy to focus on anything but surviving. I had to keep moving. 

Muddied and bloodied, I continued, head down and shoulders hunched. I muttered to myself to keep going. Tears rolled down my face, and snot ran from my nose unchecked. The moons would soon set, and all light would disappear from the world. The thought of being alone in the dark brought a new fear, and a flicker of anger at the unfairness of it all.

The tiny, nagging voice in the back of my head that spoke in only harsh logic pointed out that all I had done was delay my demise. I hated that voice. It caused so much friction with other people, who thought about the world in varied shades of grey, rather than black and white. This was not a time for me to be thinking in absolutes; I needed to cling to the illogical possibility that I could get out of this alive.

A curled root snagged my foot and I tumbled forward. The ground was soft and slick, and I staggered into the water up to my waist. 

Sobbing, I pushed on until I felt the ground rising. My hands quested in the pale moonlight, and I grasped the mossy, spongy surface of a mound before me. With a slow, jerky movement, I climbed up. Water ran from my thin dress, making it easier as the weight diminished. Falling forward, I curled into a ball, wrapping my arms around myself. The image of Melody’s bloodied face and the sound of that fatal blow refused to leave my memory. It replayed over and over in my head. 

Melody was dead. Just hours after the wedding she had been so excited about.

The wedding had been months in the making. Ever since Melody’s parents had arranged the marriage with Jedan, it had been the talk of the entire village. I had thought it odd to agree to spend the rest of your life with someone you’d just met, but Melody was happy, so I went along with it. Despite being many years older than her, she had always looked out for me and saved me from my many misunderstandings over the years.

Melody had spent weeks preparing for this day. She had insisted I join her and her bridesmaids in sewing our dresses. I had tried to refuse. The thought of making small talk made my palms sweat, but she wouldn’t accept it, dragging me to sit in her parents’ parlour with the other two girls. They’d chatted and giggled as they made beautiful dresses, my own far plainer but still elegant. She hadn’t minded that I hadn’t joined in the conversation; she always accepted my ways when others would give me odd looks.

I rolled onto my back and looked up at the dark sky above. The stars looked back at me, cold and distant. Wet fabric clung to my skin and my breath clouded before my face in the bitter air, like a puff of dragon smoke. Melody had loved the old stories about knights and dragons when she was little. We would sit together by my grandmother’s hearth, and she would listen to me reading the books my parents had left behind. I’d read to her until she fell asleep. Her mother would carry her home. My grandmother always said it was good for me.

Something splashed in the distance, snapping me out of my thoughts. I shivered as my body’s warmth was leeched away. Tales of terrors lurking in the night when the moons passed below the horizon filled my head. Stories from the far north of travellers ripped to pieces, their bloodied remains strewn across the snowy fields, were favourite drinking tales in the winter. As ridiculous as these stories seemed, being alone added a certain credibility, and I couldn’t escape the fear they brought.

“I need fire,” I said between chattering teeth. 

I hoped being that far out in the marsh, no one would see a fire, and even if they did, they wouldn’t risk trying to come get me. I sat up and fumbled for the pouch on my belt. Groping around on the ground, I found some twigs and grass that would likely be dry enough to burn. It took longer than it should have, but I opened it and pulled out my tinderbox. As I pried it open, I prayed the contents were still dry. With shaking fingers, I felt for a piece of charcloth that was dry enough, having to discard several with rising panic. When I had a piece that stood a chance to take a flame, I set it on my meagre pile and muttered a prayer to Taranis as I drew the flint over the steel. Sparks flew, but nothing caught.

My mind populated the dark waters around me with unseen, creeping monstrosities. As hard as I tried to cling to logic, my fears sank their talons into me. There were things watching me with hidden eyes, waiting for an unspoken moment to attack and rend my flesh. I wish I hadn’t been so fascinated by those tales or hadn’t listened in every chance I got. It was easy to enjoy the thrill of horrible imaginings in the cosy warmth of your cottage.

Out in the dark, all alone, it proved not so fun.

“Please, please, please, please...” I pleaded, drawing the flint harder. 

More sparks flew, but no flame. My hands hurt from the tightness of my grip. I remembered what my father had taught me: slow but hard, don’t rush the strike. The third strike caught the charcloth, producing a flame. I curled over it protectively, feeding the too-damp fuel until a tiny fire burned.

“Thank you,” I sobbed. If I could make it to dawn, I stood a chance of crossing the marshland. Then I could…what? 

What am I doing, I asked myself, staring into the fire. 

My mind drew a blank as I tried to work out what I should do. I had just watched my friend’s murder and heard Catherack agree to help cover it up. My existence threatened them, so I was not safe. I might not be safe anywhere in the duchy now.

I groaned, gazing at the sky, hoping for an answer from the stars. The moons were setting, taking their milky light with them. Veils of green and pink light danced peacefully across the stars, known as Cauldron Smoke, the last remnants of the Cauldron of the Gods from the creation of the cosmos. It should have brought good luck for Melody to see these on her wedding night. The Smoke had been bright and beautiful for the last tenday, which was a portent of significant change to superstitious people.

A golden streak zipped across the sky, and I childishly made a wish. 

Let me make it out of this alive. 

I didn’t know if anyone was listening to me.








  
  
Chapter 3





'Tewolgow Bras was changed after the gods came. It began to think, and to feel. It felt hatred and fear for the first time, and it hated and feared the gods for what they brought with them.'Breithan Histories Vol1, B. Sweek



Day broke on my tiny, damp island. A heavy drizzle fell from a steel-grey sky, the thick cloud masking the sun. My throat was raw and my head ached from lack of sleep and water. The cold bit into my limbs. My muscles were protesting, and my dress stuck to my skin. I sat up, surveying my surroundings. It seemed I had made it farther into the foetid mire than I had realised or intended. With the sun obscured, it was impossible to tell which way was which. In every direction I looked, the hummock-dotted marsh stretched out. I almost suspected that the sodden lump I sat atop had drifted in the night. Many tales were told of people who ventured into this area and perished from exposure or starvation. 

Kuseeth, huge hounds larger than wolves, prowled the wetlands, hunting alone or in pairs. They drew on the sparse magic left in the ground and moved with incredible speed. They weren’t the only creatures that could tap into the faint magic that lived nearby, so I had to keep my fragile wits about me. 

I can’t just sit here, I told myself. I must move.

The falling drizzle made the hills in the distance seem faint, but I reasoned that would be the northern edge of the marsh. I knew it was quicker to get to that side rather than east or west, and south was Willowbrook, my village. A sinking feeling overcame me as I realised I couldn’t go home, ever. Melody was dead, and I was going to be blamed for it. Catherack had spoken correctly. I had no family left in Willowbrook and only a few people I would call friends. Without anyone to back me up, it was the word of someone people tolerated, against the word of a revered public figure. I knew I didn’t stand a chance. 

Melody had been the ally that I hadn’t known I needed, but was always grateful for. I’d never worried about being alone in the world. I was content in my own company and didn’t seek others. But now that Melody was gone, I felt an emptiness in my chest I’d only experienced after my grandmother had died. The one person who had, for so long, looked out for me and always been there was gone. I took a deep breath, rubbing at the middle of my chest to dull the ache.

This wasn’t the time to pity myself. Shaking myself, I clambered to my feet, the mossy mound shifting beneath me. The floating mound tipped, and I tumbled with a shriek into the freezing, slimy water. A heartbeat later I emerged, water plastering my hair to my face. I coughed and spat out foul-tasting filth.

For a moment, anger flared at the unfairness of my situation. 

“Gods damn it all!” My emotions ran hot and cold. Anger and despair battled inside me, and my thoughts spiralled into a hideous cacophony that threatened to overwhelm me.

Scrubbing the water from my face, I closed my eyes and fumbled with the neck of my dress. The day before it had been one of my best; a dark green over dress and my softest chemise. Now it was ruined. My hand sought the thin silver chain around my neck. It was a simple necklace with a tiny fern leaf pendant. Slowly, I traced the edges under my fingers. Familiar, safe. My breathing slowed as I touched the points of the fronds the way I had a thousand times before.

“Need to move,” I whispered. Opening my eyes, I set my focus on the misty shapes of the mountains and waded through the water.

I felt my body slowing the longer I pushed myself forward. My mouth was dry and tasted of the bitter water I had spat out earlier, and I only hoped that it wouldn’t make me sick. The drizzle became heavier, turning to persistent rain. My thoughts dragged me down, almost as heavily as the mud around my feet.

I’m going to drown. I’m going to drown, and my corpse will be trapped here forever. No one will pray for me. No one will mourn me or care. It’s what I deserved for leaving Melody behind.

The going became harder. The water turned darker and deeper, and the ground under my feet became slippery. The sky darkened, matching the dark waters of the marsh and the thoughts eating at my mind. Tiredness and the cold gnawed at my bones, making my hands numb. I shuffled my feet along, feeling for firmer ground as I trudged with my shoulders hunched. Frogs croaked at me from between the reeds and grasses, jumping out of the way with fat plops into the murky water. It was almost as though they were laughing at me, seeing a bedraggled human making her way through the marshes, where she had no business to be.

It felt as though no matter where I ended up in life, I was somewhere I didn’t belong or didn’t fit in. The bitterness of that thought stung more than the cold.

“Shut up, just shut up,” I said, willing my brain to stop. The last thing I needed was to let that nagging voice get the better of me. Those same thoughts had always plagued me, pointing out my every flaw and laughing at my mistakes. It was draining. I needed to put one foot in front of the other; that was all. It took everything in me to keep moving, my body protesting each movement.

“I can do this. Keep going.” I spoke out loud, trying to drown out the voice in my head. If the frogs and crawlers thought I was mad, so be it. My fingers fluttered, tapping against each other in a rhythm that repeated over and over again, as I squelched along the semi-solid ground.

The day wore on in bitter misery, the weather refusing to improve. Hunger clawed in my stomach, making my head light. It was no use trying to forage so late in winter, and I didn’t know what plants were safe to eat. I’d have given almost anything to be warm, with a plate of honey cakes in my lap.

My concentration faltered. Perhaps I was delirious. Suddenly, I stumbled as the soft mud finally gave way beneath me. I sank under the inky filth. Panicking, I tried to swim, my sodden dress dragging me down. With luck, I grasped a low-hanging branch from a fallen tree and pulled myself to the surface. I hacked and coughed, more vileness filling my mouth and nose and stinging my eyes.

I wrapped my arms around the branch and closed my eyes, unable to feel anything solid below my feet.

“Whatsitdoin’ in my marsh?” a rasping voice asked. 

I felt a sharp poke against my cheek, and my hand moved instinctively to brush the cause away.

“It’s alive!” another voice, higher-pitched than the first, crowed. The joy grated on me.

I blinked my eyes open, as muck tried to clump my eyelashes together. A painful coldness filled my arms, which were still locked around the limb of the fallen tree. Above me, standing on the rotting wood, were a pair of diminutive figures. Neither was any larger than a toddler, their green-skinned bodies clad in homespun clothes. Tiny bones and beads decorated their white hair, which was impossibly clean considering the muck they lived in. My heart leapt at the sight of the tiddymuns. They were small creatures that lived in the marshes and wetlands of Breitho. People only ever saw the females. Their menfolk maintained the burrows. The larger of the pair held a gnarled stick, which she was using to poke me with.

Her white brows knit together like angry caterpillars. “Why are you in my marsh?”

I swallowed, my mind sluggish with cold and fatigue. “I’m stuck.”

She huffed, dissatisfied with my reply. “Well, get out then. I’m not havin’ humans layin’ aroun’ makin’ the place untidy!”

The smaller one stooped down, her narrow face pinched with concern. “I don’t think it can get out. It’s too big!”

I nodded, trying to wriggle life into my fingers and wincing at the pain that shot along my arms. The movement caused my grip to slip, and I sank further into the mire. 

“I can’t get out, I need help,” I said, panicking. My heart raced. My legs were numb from the cold, and I couldn’t move them for the weight of mud pressing against them.

The smaller one made a sympathetic cooing sound. “Oh no! We have to help it. It’d be sad if it drowned here.”

The other one looked more annoyed than compassionate. “What ya got to trade then?” she asked, her eyes narrowing.

“I don’t have anything,” I said, fretting as my chances of rescue dwindled by the second.

“Bethie, don’t be mean,” the smaller creature pouted. “You’d help a stag if it were stuck.”

Bethie glared down at me, folding her arms over her bosom. “Yeah, but stags don’t go draining the bogs to make bloody fields. Besides, you’ll be wantin’ to keep it. Just like that sick weasel ya found last spring.”

The two little creatures argued back and forth. The cold stiffened my fingers to the point of pain, and my grip weakened. I yelped as I slid further into the dark murk. “Please, help me!”

The smaller one jumped up and down, flapping its hands in worry. “Oh! Oh! Remember? There’s humans on horses nearby. Big ones, they’ll be able to help, and they’ll take it home with them!”

I panicked. What if it were the Baron’s men looking for me? 

Bethie grunted. “Yeah, one of them’s is a wolf. I smelled him, easy. They should come and deal with it, not us.”

“What do you mean one of them’s a wolf?” I asked. My head spun, and I wasn’t sure if I had heard her correctly.

“It’s a wolf,” Bethie shrugged. “It’s a human that’s a wolf.”

I tried to ask again, but choked on the dark water. 

I’ll drown before any help comes at this rate, I thought. 

Maybe I should just let go, get it over with. Just sink down and not have to worry anymore.

“Let’s go get them! Please!” The smaller one clapped her hands and jumped up and down excitedly, making it harder for me to hold on as the decaying tree shook.

“Fine!” Bethie grumbled. She glared down at me, as though I was the most offensive thing she’d ever seen. “You stay there, we’ll go get the humans.”

Before I could point out that I had no choice but to stay, the tiny figures winked out of sight.

Time passed, and the only thing I could hear was the wet sounds of creatures going about their lives. A fat-bodied crawler skittered over my hands, its dozen spindly legs making my skin crawl as it stood on my hand. I tried to shoo it off, my revulsion for the thing great enough to risk drowning. Its body pulsed, as though watching me, before it climbed back onto the branch and away.

I’m not ashamed to admit I gave up at that point. I’d let Melody down by not stopping her wedding. Then I couldn’t protect her and had left her behind to save my skin. I was truly as pathetic and useless as a person could be. Darkness lay below me, welcoming and silent. All I had to do was let go of the pain, let go of the fear and doubt, and just let the darkness consume me. It was such a tempting thought.

One by one, I lifted my fingers from the branch. 

Deep voices drifted on the breeze as the sun passed its zenith. Part of me screamed and thrashed inside my head, telling me to call out and tell them where I was. But I didn’t. As I slipped gently into the embrace of the dark water, which was rancid with decay, I was overcome by an odd peace for the first time in a long time. It would be good to see Melody and my parents on the Summer Isle. Would they forgive me if I just let this happen? My eyes flickered open just before the water covered my face.

A furry white head peered over the edge of the tree trunk, golden eyes regarding me from a canine face. For a moment, I thought a kuseeth had found me. Perhaps the death-hound would put an end to me instead. It didn’t attack, though. Instead, it tilted its head before lifting its muzzle and howling. The sound was mournful and loud in the marsh’s silence.

I proceeded with my plan, sinking further into the ether. Part of me decided I was wise to choose drowning over being ripped apart. Blackness filled my nose and mouth, blinding me and blocking my ears. I didn’t feel cold anymore, and the sensation of warmth was comforting. Perhaps this was better. 

I felt a powerful grip on my outstretched arms, which sent pain down my limbs as someone pulled me upwards. I resurfaced into a world of pain and light, gasping for air like a newborn babe.

“Come on, we’ve got you.” 

“Careful, she’s frozen stiff.”

“How long’s she been in there?”

“Bring her here. The fire’s going now.”

Disembodied voices talked back and forth. My body screamed in agony, and my lungs convulsed to expel the mire. Warm hands moved me, lying me down on the cold ground.

“She’s lucky I could smell anything over the filth of this place.”

“You’ve got a lovely nose, Taran.”

“Shut up, Caz.”

“Find more dry wood—”

I curled into myself, shivering, and let the darkness envelop me.








  
  
Chapter 4





'For a person to go mad is a tragedy. For a god to go mad is a disaster.'Davius Gibb, Lecturer of Philosophy, University of Vartabura



Icoughed and spat out thick lumps of marsh filth. It wasn’t the most elegant way to wake up, but I was alive at least. Without the numb cold of the water, I felt the pain in my hip once more, and my eye throbbed and wouldn’t open. 

“Well, she made it,” a deep voice said.

I cracked open my one working eye, my lashes still stuck together. A face hovered over me; darkly tanned skin and green eyes framed with wavy, coal-black hair. When I blinked, he gave me a dashing smile that made his eyes gleam. “How are you feeling?”

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and sat up, wincing. “I’m okay, thank you.”

The man wore dark leather armour with a thick green cloak hanging from his shoulders and a bow across his body. Another man was crouched beside a small fire nearby, talking to the pair of tiddymuns. Bethie fumed, waving her stick at the fire burning beside me.

“I’m sorry about the fire, Kelda Bethie, but we need to get her warmed up.” He was talking patiently; his hands held out before him in a placating gesture. He had dark hair, greying at the temples, and light stubble on his chin. The man beside me pulled my attention away again.

“Hey, drink some of this. It’s cleaner than that other stuff.” He nudged me and held out a waterskin. 

I stared at it for a moment, bewildered by what had happened. My throat tightened, and a sob burst from my lips. Someone had rescued me. I was alive. I broke down and sobbed into my hands, my shoulders hunched over as my emotions spilt over. Relief and guilt waged war; I had survived, and I shouldn’t have.

“Hey, it’s alright, love. You’re safe now.” The black-haired man patted my shoulder and muttered kind words to me, telling me it was okay, but he didn’t know. He didn’t understand. They should have left me to die. “Come on, slow it down and drink some water. You’re going to be fine now.”

I reached for my necklace again, soothing myself with its familiar feel under my wrinkled fingers. Counting my breaths, I got myself under control again. Shut it all down, lock all that feeling away. 

“There you go, now have a drink.” He pressed the opened skin to my lips. My hands still trembled too much to hold it without spilling it everywhere. He gave me another smile when I pushed it away.

“Thank you,” I said. 

I held my hands out to the fire to stop them shaking. The other man was still talking to Bethie, and she appeared to be calming down. He was down on one knee as he spoke with the tiddymun, getting as close to her height as he could. His skin was fair but tanned, giving him a weathered look. 

“It’s fine. You got a name? I’m Caz.” He looked me over, his green eyes sharp. My feet were bare and bleeding from minor cuts. His brow furrowed as he took in my black eye, and I turned my face to the fire to avoid his gaze. My hair fell across my face in tangled clumps, water dripping from the brown mess.

“Sarah, I’m Sarah. How did you find me out here?”

“Bethie over there stopped us on the road and demanded we come and get you. It didn’t take much to find the spot. We’re good at finding people.” He winked at me, his good humour infectious and lifting my spirits. “That’s Gwith talking to her, and Taran is back with the horses.”

“Bethie wasn’t happy about me being this far out in the marsh,” I said. 

“No, she’s livid, but Gwith will talk her ‘round. He’s good at that. How did you end up out here anyway?” 

The question caught me off guard with its innocent phrasing. Who were these men? Were they attached to the Baron or Catherack? They had rescued me, but what were they planning to do with me next? Melody’s lifeless eyes stared back at me from the fire, and all the warmth seemed to drain from the flames.

“I got lost,” I lied. It was weak, I knew that, but I was never very good at lying. It didn’t make any logical sense most of the time, but at that moment, it seemed the only way to make sure I stayed alive.

“You got lost? Okay, good thing someone found you,” Caz replied, his expression unreadable. I doubted he believed me, but he didn’t challenge me on it. At least it meant they weren’t the Baron’s men, which calmed my nerves somewhat. If they had been looking for me, he wouldn’t have asked.

My hands finally felt normal again as I warmed by the fire. I listened to Gwith and Bethie’s conversation, as there was nothing else to do. The tiddymun remained agitated, but the fire wasn’t the major cause.

“You tell His Grace that somethin’ ain’t right. I ain’t felt the like of it afore, and it’s only gonna spell trouble. Things is gonna come lookin’ fer it, it’s that kinda magic. The Smoke’s been warnin’ folks for weeks now.” 

The man nodded as he listened.

“We’ll be heading back to Mikalstone soon. I’ll make sure to speak to the Duke and let him know.” 

“Tell yer wolf to keep his wits about him. He’s gonna know about it afore you do.” She sniffed loudly. I looked around, wondering where the white beast I’d seen earlier had gone. Maybe it hadn’t been a kuseeth after all? They must have had a hunting dog with them. 

Gwith thanked her again, and Bethie blinked from sight as she had earlier. He stood up and moved towards me. Caz stood up. Steel-grey eyes looked me over, the way Caz had a few moments before. This man was taller than Caz by a few inches and had a much heavier build. Instead of light leather armour, he wore a coat of chainmail, and a sword hung from his hip. I got the impression these men left nothing to chance, and he was assessing me to see if I was a threat.

Caz cleared his throat. “This is Sarah. She says she got lost.”

Gwith raised an eyebrow and glanced at Caz. They shared a disbelieving look before Gwith turned his gaze back to me. I felt ridiculous huddled on the floor in front of them, so I got to my feet. My hip complained and my head spun, but I managed. The fact that I was alone with two strange men made me even more uncomfortable.

“That’s right,” I said. “I got lost and fell in the marsh. Thanks for getting me out.”

“No problem,” Gwith replied levelly, “so where are you going from here? You must have been going somewhere to get lost.” 

I wracked my brain, trying to think of somewhere far enough away from Willowbrook that they wouldn’t tie me to the village, but wouldn’t be unbelievable.

“Galedford. I was heading there to join the Temple.” I had only a rough idea of where that was, having heard farmers and merchants talk about going to the market, and it took them several days to get there. All I needed to do was reach the Duke’s road and head west.

The two men looked at each other again, and I prayed that it was a good enough story. Caz shrugged at the taller man, something unspoken passing between them. The silence tugged at me, and my mouth ran on, unchecked.

“Take me to the Duke’s Road and I can get on my way again.”

Caz scratched his neck and looked at the taller man again. “Just so happens we’re heading along the Duke’s Road ourselves, on towards Galedford.”

Gwith nodded, as if agreeing. 

Galedford was a large town with a watch. Perhaps even a garrison of Duke’s knights. It was too good a chance to pass up. I could tell someone what had happened to Melody before the lies spread too far, but even if it was too late for that, I could start over. 

My choices hung before me: return to Willowbrook and whatever awaited me there, or convince these men to take me with them.

“What a coincidence,” I said, clinging to my decision like the branch that had stopped me from drowning. “In that case, can I travel with you? Safety in numbers, and all that.” If the Baron’s men were searching for me, they’d be looking for a lone woman, not a group. It was as much cover as I could hope for.

“We can take you that far,” Gwith said after a few heartbeats, looking back at me. His gaze lingered on my feet and the distinct lack of shoes. “Can you walk? We need to get back to the horses.”

“I’ll be okay.” I allowed myself to feel a trickle of relief. 

They put out the fire and led me away from what would have been my grave. Somehow, the men knew where to walk to avoid the treacherous ground. It wasn’t until I looked back that I noticed the ground was altering as we passed. Was Bethie creating a path for them so they could leave? It seemed so, as not once did any of us stumble or sink the way I had the day before.

My feet hurt and I was limping, but I kept pace with the pair, and before long, the ground firmed to stone and gravel once more. My joy was short-lived as my bare feet met the sharp stones, and I winced with each step.

Their four impressive horses snorted as we reached them. They were more like cart horses than the ones I had seen the Baron’s men riding. Their leather saddles and reins gleamed with good care, and they were laden with packs.

A tall, blond man waited with them, wearing a similar coat of mail to Gwith. He had striking golden-yellow eyes and a silver torc curled around his neck. He was impossibly handsome, with a square jaw, high ivory cheekbones and short hair. He raised an elegant eyebrow as he looked at my dishevelled appearance. 

“Where’s Mercer?” Gwith asked the waiting man.

“Taking a piss. Glad to see she made it,” he said as we joined him. He turned his attention to me. “I pulled some clothes from Caz’s bag. These should fit you, so you don’t have to ride in those filthy rags.”

Caz’s mouth dropped open. “Taran, what the fuck?” he protested.

The blond man’s mouth twitched at the corner. “I rearranged the packs; she can’t walk out of here like that. I made room so she could ride with Gwith.”

“You could have asked me first before going through my stuff.”

Taran held out a bundle of clothes towards me. 

Gwith strode past, ignoring the bickering. 

“Go on,” he said, nodding towards a scrubby row of bushes beyond the horses, “get out of those wet clothes and we’ll get back on the road. We should get you to Galedford in a couple of days.”

“Thank you,” I replied, accepting the dry clothes.

I shivered as the wind cut through my wet dress and looked at the dry clothes in my arms. Quickly, I moved behind the bushes, wishing I had more privacy. I unfastened my belt, checked my pouch still held my meagre belongings, then dragged my stinking overdress and chemise off. I dropped them with a thud to the floor, followed by my underclothes. There was no sense in putting dry clothes on top of wet ones.

Caz’s shirt and leggings were a little loose, but my belt secured them enough to keep them in place. I tightened the tie on the shirt to cover as much of my breasts as possible, but the clothing wasn’t ideal, and I felt exposed without a bodice. Thick wool socks were all I had to cover my feet, but they were still a welcome improvement. I left my ruined dress in a pile on the ground.

I walked back to the men. Despite my now clean attire, I was still aware of the mud and filth in my hair and on my skin. Another man had joined them. He was shorter and leaner than the rest, with braided blond hair and beard. His face was ruddy and his nose bulbous. I couldn’t tell if he wore armour under his bearskin cloak. I could see he wore thick, grey leggings and a knee-length, padded jacket. It might have been red once, but it was now stained and crumpled.

“That’s a bit better,” Taran said, giving me a critical look.

“Shame I missed her getting changed to be honest.” The newcomer leered at me. I could tell his accent was from the north, as he rolled the ‘r’ sound.

“That’ll do, Mercer,” Gwith snapped. “Let’s get moving.”

The men vaulted onto their saddles with ease. Gwith nudged his black destrier closer to me and held out a hand.

I let out a breath and let him help me up onto the horse. His breastplate pressed against my back, and I couldn’t stop myself from stiffening at the close contact. If he noticed, he had the grace not to say anything.

And so, I rode away from Willowbrook and everything I had ever known. All I had was my tinderbox, my mother’s silver necklace and the need to find justice for Melody.








  
  
Chapter 5




200 years earlier, Belroberian Empire

The heavy and humid air was filled with the whir and buzz of insects. Moriga pushed on through the dense undergrowth, cutting her own path through the hanging vines and ankle-snapping roots. It had been a long time since she had travelled this far south through the Empire, perhaps a hundred years or more, but the heat was something she had remembered. Her white hair stuck to her skin, plastered with sweat. The discomfort was nothing to her, though. She pushed on, just as she had when she’d led her own troops through the jungle, across plains and over mountains. Her resolve was unbreakable. Her goal was within reach. 

The trees ended at a river, where a waterfall cascaded down a sheer cliff. Red rock towered high overhead, topped by a wide plateau. Dragonflies the length of her arm skimmed the water, glowing the colours of rubies and lapis. Moriga paused, her breathing deep and even as she scanned the cliff. Her palms itched in response to the amount of raw power in the air. For the last four days she’d trekked through the jungle, feeling the steady rise in magic as she neared her target. Unconsciously she drew on the power, letting it revive her exhausted body ahead of the climb she faced. She shuddered as her muscles relaxed, a tingle running the length of her spine. 

How could the others give this up without a fight? she asked herself. Magic was the birthright and lifeblood of every elf in existence, and they had allowed it to be taken away. Stolen. 

Taking a moment to refill her waterskin, she waded through the river to the base of the cliff. The climb would be arduous, but the prize would be worth it. She picked her way up the wall, seeking hand and footholds as she went. The stone crumbled beneath her, barely able to take her weight. The higher she climbed, however, the stronger the magic that coursed through her. As another handhold turned to dust, threatening to send her crashing to the ground, a memory surfaced. Her violet eyes regarded her empty hand, and power surged through her. Raw and bloody from her efforts, the tips of her fingers changed. She channelled the magic. Steel claws tipped her fingers and toes, biting into the cliff face with ease. She exulted at the rush of power and strength that came with the metamorphosis, a sharp-toothed grin splitting wide across her face.

The climb became easier, as her muscles bunched and propelled her with feline fluidity. Long grooves were left behind her, marking her progress as she went higher and higher. Moriga’s heart pumped, blood singing through her ears. She hadn’t felt so alive in centuries. It was like waking from a drugged sleep, the numbness and sluggishness falling away, leaving her senses crisp and alert.

When she reached the plateau edge, she pulled herself up and stood, facing the thing she had sought for so long. Amid the tall trees and luminous myclleans, which were already beginning to glow in the fading sunlight, stood the ruins of the citadel. A pair of great iron doors stood open, with nothing but shadows beyond them. The jungle obscured the rest of the structure. The hint of coloured domes and cracked towers caught the fading sunlight. She could feel the pull from inside, the first stage of her mission within those crumbled walls. Cautiously, she checked the perimeter, using one of her hook swords to cut a section of mycllean from the nearest towering plant. Its pale blue glow was enough to light her way as she moved swiftly between the massive doors.

Passing into the hall beyond felt like stepping back in time. Carved pillars held up a high, vaulted ceiling. Sections had broken away over the years and crashed to the tiled floor. Moriga picked her way over rubble. Doors lined the hall, leading to unknown rooms, but she felt a pull to go deeper into the building. Statues of marble occupied alcoves between doors—elven, human and other creatures.

Her footsteps crunched over shattered stone and glass, sending creatures scurrying for cover. The air was thick and musty, with dust hanging in the air like smoke, unable to fall despite having been kicked up eons ago. Her palm itched, slick against the grip of her hook sword, which she held ready. The amount of power that vibrated through the building was enough to make the hair on the back of her neck stand erect. Eventually, she reached the end of the hallway. A pair of gigantic doors that had buckled and bent inwards stood before her. A shimmering light filled the open archway, blocking her progress and obscuring everything beyond. The light flared as she neared it, and she felt eyes watching her.

Her goal lay beyond the barricade, and she wasn’t leaving without getting through.








  
  
Chapter 6





'The gods summoned a Cauldron and gathered around it. They conjured a flame to heat the Cauldron and push back the cold and the dark. As they did, they stirred their brew and added the ingredients for life.'Breithan Histories Vol1, B. Sweek



Gwith led our group out of the wetlands, and we soon joined the paved road that wound through the Duchy of Trewan, linking the capital city of Mikalstone with the neighbouring Duchies and other major cities. The road carved through farmlands and small pockets of oak woodland beneath the slate-grey sky. Our group passed other travellers, some on foot and a few in carts with goods or animals in the back. Each person had a purpose, a goal, a function. 

What was my life now? I was perched on the horse of a man who had helped to pluck me from my death, but I had no life to live. My only hope was to find some purpose when we reached Galedford. In truth, I had only left Willowbrook a handful of times in my life. Everything I knew of the wider world came from the books my mother had read me, or from Melody, who had ventured out of the village with her parents on business.

Amongst the travellers were people with their possessions piled in carts or loaded onto their backs, all heading in the same direction. They looked worn down, tired and defeated.

“Where are all these people heading?” I asked Gwith over my shoulder.

“Anywhere they can,” he replied. “They’ve all come south from Orstadland, looking for a better life.”

Taran rode beside us and chipped in. “Some are avoiding persecution from the New Dawn fanatics, and others are fleeing the Dead Lands.” He glanced at Mercer briefly, open distaste on his face. “The Duke there has embraced the Church’s dogma, and his people are being persecuted for using magic. There’s been a steady stream of people seeking refuge ever since.”

“What about the Dead Lands?” I asked, avoiding Mercer’s gaze. Everything about that man grated on me. His presence in the group seemed barely tolerated, so I couldn’t figure out why he was here, but it didn’t seem like a good idea to question my saviours about their business. 

Gwith answered, “Something’s killing people indiscriminately at night. Whole towns have been abandoned because of it, and people are being driven away to save themselves.” 

I shuddered at the thought of being attacked in the night. Suddenly, the tavern stories made sense. 

“Between those two things, there’s a lot of tension along the border right now,” Gwith continued. “There’s also a lot of people ready to take advantage of the chaos. Travelling is not safe right now as a result.”

With a chill running down my spine, I finally glanced at Mercer. What type of man was he? A devout Churchman happy to persecute the innocent and weak? He wore an expression of haughty derision as he glared at the refugees, but held his tongue in the face of Taran’s open judgement. That was all I needed to know to confirm his feelings.

To occupy my mind, I studied the men I rode with. It was unusual to see anyone like them in Willowbrook, what with there being nothing worth the expense of trained soldiers or decent mercenaries. Gwith and Taran certainly seemed to be soldiers. Caz was perhaps an archer, as he didn’t wear the same armour the other two did. Mercer stood out from the rest; his equipment marked and rusted, his cloak made of fur rather than wool. All of them wore the weariness of a long journey, but Mercer seemed to have an unkemptness built into him.

Taran, in particular, seemed to be an exception to this. Everything about Taran spoke of a need for perfection. His saddlebag straps were neatly fastened, dirt brushed away as much as possible. His manner was sharp, yet I enjoyed his dry wit. He rarely spared a word for Mercer unless absolutely necessary. Caz openly made jibes at his expense whenever possible, but he mostly rode ahead of the rest of us.

They all deferred to Gwith, so I took him to be the leader of the group. Authority radiated from him; he expected unquestioning obedience and received it.

Their weapons were also impossible to ignore. They moved and spoke with a confidence that lacked the arrogance I had experienced before with my so-called betters. I envied them, in a way, to be so sure of myself that I could exist in the world without constantly checking everything I did and said.

Gwith slowed us, pulling me from my thoughts. Ahead of us, a crowd gathered. People milled around the edge of a river, where the road crossed over a bridge of stone. Children ran between the waiting adults, squealing and chasing each other. Raised voices carried over the general chatter, anger and frustrations building. I saw flashes of bright yellow tunics through the crowd, the same colour as Catherack’s robes. Fear immediately crept down the back of my neck.

Caz stood up in his stirrups to peer over the heads of the crowd, then cursed. “Church foot soldiers on the bridge. What do these arseholes want?”

Mercer spat onto the road. “Keeping an eye on things, I reckon. As they should. Who knows what’s hiding in these filthy masses.” 

I rolled my eyes at his callous words. He met my gaze, his eyes narrowed as if daring me to say something aloud.

“What do you want to do?” I heard Taran asking Gwith. Everyone seemed to ignore what Mercer had just said.

Gwith’s brow creased as he slowed the horses. He brought us to a halt as we neared the back of the waiting crowd and looked to Taran. His words were clipped and firm. 

“Go up there and see what’s going on. Don’t provoke them.” 

The blond man nodded and rode his horse through the crowd. A few people complained as he nudged them aside, but one look at the large man and his sword had them retreating. Gwith watched, and I could feel the tension radiating from him. It didn’t take long for Taran to return, his face bleak.

He sighed as he got closer. “You’re not going to like it.”

“Go on,” Gwith replied.

Taran straightened in his saddle. “It’s a checkpoint. They’re asking where people are travelling from and to, even checking through belongings. If I didn’t know better, I’d say they’re looking for something.” 

Or someone. I couldn’t stop the treacherous thought from rushing to the front of my mind. 

Had Catherack sent out orders to track me down and take me back to Willowbrook? Unconsciously, I tugged at the silver chain around my neck, peering between the waiting carts at the yellow tunics of the soldiers. 

Why did the Church of the New Dawn even have soldiers? 

Since Catherack had come to my village, he had preached at length about the sin of magic use. The Church doctrine claimed that the gods had abandoned Breitho after the Betrayal, when a group of humans had stolen the Cauldron of Creation from them for their own gain. The Church preached that if humans abandoned magic, it would appease the gods, and they would return. I hadn’t realised that they had become so militant and powerful. Rumours spread that the Church leaders were as rich as the lords, and that seemed to be true.

Gwith sighed, his warm breath blowing against my hair and snapping me from my spiralling thoughts. “For fuck’s sake, John will foam at the mouth when he hears about this. Come on, let’s break this up before they get too comfortable.”

Caz grinned, relishing what was about to happen. Gwith rode forward with Taran and Caz following, and I was stuck out in front of them all, wishing I could curl up and disappear. Mercer lurked further behind. People grumbled as we pushed through, but not loud enough to be identifiable or obvious, preferring the anonymity of the herd. We soon reached the stone bridge.

An elderly couple was on their knees before the bridge, the man’s wrinkled face bleeding from above a bruised eye. Their merchant clothes were worn and stained by travel. They held themselves with quiet dignity, bordering on outrage, as their cart was searched by two Church soldiers. A third stood behind them, a short sword in hand.

A young, thin man sat atop a dun-coloured horse. The black sun emblem of the Church of the New Dawn was stitched onto his yellow tabard. His expression darkened when he noticed Taran approaching again. His eyes narrowed further as he saw Gwith’s displeased look at the couple on their knees. The Church man straightened in his saddle, as though trying to match Gwith’s stature. He couldn’t, of course.

“Hold; this is an official Church checkpoint,” he called out. Gwith moved until his mount’s shoulder brushed against the other man’s horse. I was all but trapped between the pair, the Churchman blustering as Gwith crowded into his personal space.

Gwith maintained his composure. “On whose authority are you stopping people on Duke Trevelyan’s road?”

I kept my eyes down, but watched through my lashes as the colour drained from the Churchman’s face. He swallowed, attempting to rally himself.

“Cardinal Fulman. His orders are to check for refugees from the north… who are fleeing judgement for magic use.” He nodded, as though confirming his words to himself. He jerked his head towards the couple. “They refused to answer our questions.”

Gwith’s hand tightened on the reins, the leather creaking in his grip.

Even though I couldn’t see the expression on Gwith’s face, the Churchman shrank back and swallowed. 

“Fulman,” Gwith didn’t give the Cardinal their title, “doesn’t own the roads, and these are not his people. Fulman has no jurisdiction in Trewan. So, you need to stand down.”

I sensed Taran and Caz behind us. Everyone in the crowd stilled, and tension thrummed in the air like a bowstring. Something about the way the other soldiers reacted gave me the feeling someone had their hand on a weapon. My heart hammered behind my ribs. I willed the jumped-up idiot to back down and save us all.

But the idiot did not back down. “And who are you to say so?”

I squeezed my eyes shut. That was the wrong thing to say.

“He’s Sir Gwithyas Lown,” Taran called out, breaking the tension. “Knight Commander of Trewan, Champion of Duke John Trevelyan, and most importantly, the man who decides if you get to live for obstructing the Duke’s road.”

My eyes snapped open, and for a moment, I forgot to breathe. I’d heard about Sir Gwithyas Lown. In taverns, songs were sung about his deeds. I hadn’t thought about it. The name Gwith was so popular because of, well, him. And I was all but sitting in his lap.

“Sir Gwithyas…I…I…” the Churchman stammered, his mouth opening and closing like a fish. He gave up and waved to the troops behind him. They filed off the bridge as though their lives depended on it.

The merchant couple climbed to their feet, gratitude spilling from their lips. They returned to their cart, the man limping severely. 

A murmur of appreciation went up from everyone as the traffic moved unimpeded once more. Gwith made a point of watching as the disgruntled troops rode away, as though daring them to return. I had to admit, it was an impressive display. Not a harsh word or hand raised, and he sent them running with their tails tucked between their legs.

Caz and Taran watched the crowd as it dispersed, then joined us on the bridge. Finally, we were on our way once more. Mercer glared, lips pressed thin. He had the sense to keep his opinion to himself as he rode behind on his own.

“Bloody canaries,” Taran muttered, shaking his head.

I frowned in confusion. “What do you mean?”

Taran glanced at me and drew his horse beside us.

“It’s a nickname. The priests wear those bright yellow robes and stand in the city, going on about people repenting for magic use. They’re like a canary that sits in its cage and sings all day.”

“Oh, I get it. I haven’t heard anyone call them that before, but I suppose it makes sense.” I resisted the urge to glance behind and make sure they weren’t following us. A question nagged at me. “What do you think they’re looking for?”

Caz shrugged. “Anyone dumb enough to tell them they can use magic or have something magical on them is my guess. Who’d be stupid enough to tell them is beyond me.”

“Magic isn’t illegal, though, is it? The duke hasn’t banned it like some others have.” I glanced at Taran and the torc around his neck. His yellow eyes caught my stare, and I looked away.

Gwith shook his head behind me. “No, and he isn’t a fan of the Church, but he also isn’t one to tell his people how to worship. So, unless these New Dawn fanatics step too far out of line, he won’t kick them out of Trewan, but he won’t be following their doctrines either.”

A silence settled over us as we rode; the sound of the horse’s hooves was sharper and louder now we were alone again. I sat stiffly, incredibly aware of who I was riding with. Gwith noticed.

“Are you alright?” he asked after a while.

“Yes,” I lied. I was sitting on the horse of a famous knight, and one of the most important people in the Duchy. How could I be alright?

“Would you rather ride with someone else?” 

I froze. What was the right answer to that question? I was merely a peasant and had no business being so close to him, but it seemed rude to reject his kindness. This was the sort of situation I loathed, fearing I would make the wrong decision. As the silence stretched and I didn’t answer, I prepared for him to get annoyed.

He chuckled. “Stay right where you are, you’re fine,” he said, no hint of malice in his tone. “That was cruel of me to ask.”

My eyes widened, and my tongue loosened as my worries subsided. “I’m happy to ride with you, thank you.”

“Caz would just talk endlessly, and Taran would complain about having to rearrange his bags again.” 

I relaxed at his gentle jabs at his companions.

“What about Mercer?” I prompted. 

Gwith made a sour noise in his throat. “You won’t be riding with him.”

“Are you annoyed I didn’t know who you were?”

“Why would I be?”

I paused at his reply. It was a good question.

“In my experience, people with titles like them to be acknowledged. They dress and act in a way that announces they’re better than everyone else.” I thought back to Jedan and his father, and the wealth they displayed at Melody’s wedding. They spent a small fortune on every little detail.

“I get that,” he replied. “There are certainly enough of those types in Mikalstone. I’d rather be judged for my deeds, not my house or titles. Those things come and go, but a person’s worth is linked to who they are as a person.”

A small smile played on my lips at his words. After everything that had happened, it felt good to find myself in the company of decent people. I just hoped it would last.
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