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I floated in a warm haze.

The world around me was a cushion of black velvet, stars winking like tiny jewels. I could almost feel my arms and legs stretch out as I luxuriated in the feeling of weightlessness. All was calm; all was well.

For the six days I was held captive. I lived in utter fear of death. But then it came, in a rush of pain, and…I was still here.

Still thinking, still being.

The world was gone, my body was gone, but not me.

I cried. I cried for what I’d gone through, and all the ways they’d hurt me before my body finally decided it could take no more, but mostly I cried for my husband, who might never know what happened to me, and my babies, who might not remember my face, who'd know me only through photographs and a few short video clips.

I had no eyes to shed tears, and no lungs to shudder as I wept, but I cried.

Then, eventually, I stopped. And there was nothing to do but exist. To dream.

And to wait.
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First Hound Kai Strand was sweating.

The South Marshlands were living up to their name. The air was heavy with moisture and the sun beat down on his unprotected head. Next to him, General Mult Tuill sat on his mount like a statue. He hadn’t uttered a single complaint in the three hours they’d been lined up, waiting for orders, and wouldn't if they stood there for a half dozen more, but he had to be suffering beneath the heavy padding he wore and the shining metal helmet that covered most of his bald pate.

Sometimes, just sometimes, it was good to be a Hound.

“Fucking hot,” he complained.

The general just grunted.

“Think they'll fight? Or did we get all dressed up for nothing?”

The general opened his mouth as if he might answer, but nothing came out. Instead, a snide, clipped voice spoke from Kai's other side.

“Dogs don't need to think, Strand. Just keep your claws sharp and be ready to do the only thing it is your kind is good for.”

Kai turned towards the voice, belonging to Lord Kath III, heir to the Xyron province and all-around pampered prick. His lordship was bedecked in all his finery, practically glistening in scarlet and green satin in the blinding sunlight. He could afford to be dressed like the rich man's son that he was, he wouldn't be getting involved in the action no matter what happened.

“I’m a Hound, your lordship, not a fucking dog. There's a difference.”

“Is there?” Kath asked spuriously. “You don't have a tail, but that’s about the only difference I can see.”

Already on edge from the scent of violence in the air, Kai peeled back his lips and flashed his canines, fully extended and ready to taste blood, at the lord. A low, guttural snarl rumbled up his throat. Lord Kath paled, his mount fidgeting beneath him.

“I'll have you flogged,” he warned, proving that he was as stupid as he looked.

“Shut up, Kath,” General Tuill said mildly. “Without Kai and his boys, the odds would be heavily in the Badari's favor. Don’t bite the hand that saves your arse.”

“I’m the one that bites,” Kai quipped.

General Tuill didn’t rise to the joke. He just jerked his chin further down the line of mounted soldiers.

“Go and find out what the fuck's happening, would you? My balls are cooking, and if we're going to fight, I want to get it done before half my men drop dead of heat exhaustion.”

“Sir.”

Kai spared Lord Kath one more, menace-filled look, enjoying the way the man squirmed beneath his light-gold gaze, then kicked his horse forwards, heading for the royal pennant in the center of the line.

The man who sat astride the royal white stallion, dressed in the king’s royal blue colors, with the king's banner fluttering above his head, possessed as much royal blood as Kai did, and a lot less than the self-important shit, Lord Kath. Janis had been the king's representative in battle since Kai was wet behind the ears, and he knew what he was about, wringing victories where they seemed nigh on impossible, so he had earned Kai’s respect.

“General Tuill would like to know the king's plan,” he enquired, when the older man nodded at him to speak.

A small smile escaped Janis' grim facade.

“Him and everyone else, Strand. Tell him to be patient but keep his sword sharp. We'll have at it before the sun sets.”

Kai glanced quickly at the sky. The sun hovered high overhead, a long, long way from setting. When he looked back at Janis, hard grey eyes dared him to comment. He could, he knew, and he'd get away with it - today. But punishment would come along later, one way or another, and the price wouldn't be worth paying.

“I’ll pass that along to the general, sir.”

To his surprise, Janis let loose with a bark of laughter. “It only took you twenty years to learn to hold your tongue, Hound.”

Proving he had, indeed, learned his lesson, Kai wheeled his horse about and galloped back to where Tuill waited without another word.

“Well?” the general demanded, his patience finally snapping.

“By sunset, sir.”

General Tuill looked up to judge the sky for himself and let out a long, vicious stream of profanity.

“We are fighting then?” Lord Kath asked, his voice high and tight.

General Tuill threw him a scathing look. “We are, Kath. You'll not want to get your fancy togs dirty.”

“My father—” Kath stammered.

“Is aware of what a weak son he's sired,” Tuill finished for him. “I know full well what the orders are regarding you, My Lord.”

Kath spluttered, a hundred and fifty pounds of semi-royal indignation, and Tuill turned his back on him.

“You'll need to go and settle your dogs,” he told Kai. Unlike when Lord Kath used the phrase, there was no malice in General Tuill's words, and Kai didn’t take offense. “They'll never last the afternoon without killing someone, and we'll need every man we've got.”

Kai tried not to look too relieved as he slid off his horse and tossed the reins to General Tuill’s squire. It was useful, being in the lineup with the men in charge, but it wasn’t where he belonged. When blood started staining the ground red, scenting the air with copper, he needed to be with his own kind. Leading them, protecting them, and sharing the euphoria of the kill with them. He was what he was, and Kai had learned a long time ago that it was better to embrace it, because no amount of wishing was ever going to make him a man.

There were over three thousand of the king's men lined up in mostly well-organized regiments across the wide plain Janis had chosen to challenge the Barari for this, their own land, but it was no problem for Kai to find the group of two hundred Hounds he commanded for the king. Though they were less than ten percent of the gathered army, they’d be responsible for at least a third of the enemy kills to come. They were feared by the rest of the soldiers—though not respected—and as large a gap as would be tolerated by the regiment sergeants had been established around where the Hounds stood, at the front and center of the field, where they'd be in the most danger, and able to inflict the most damage.

Though he approached silently and from behind, the rear-most Hounds turned to register his presence before he emerged from the depths of the King's Gold Shields, his best and most skilled fighters—after the Hounds, of course.

“First,” the Hounds muttered quietly, dropping their gaze and angling their necks in respect of their leader.

Acknowledging them with a glance, he shouldered his way to the front so that he could gaze out at the open plain, verdant green and shimmering with moisture. As soon as he took his place there, he felt the restlessness and tension that he'd sensed emanating from the Hounds a half field away, dissolve into a keen, bloodthirsty readiness. They had their First; they were ready to unleash their beasts.

Air stirred to Kai's left and the earthy scent of his Second, Brannon, told him he'd taken his place by his leader. He could smell Brannon's excitement, his thirst for the kill, and he dropped a hand on the Hound's shoulder, reining him in.

“Not yet,” he told him. “Soon.”

He understood Brannon's eagerness. He felt it himself: the urge to run, hunt. To find the enemy and render flesh from bone. To taste blood, let it flow so fast he could paint himself with it. To bask in fear and pain until the beast inside him was satiated.

It was what Hounds were good for. It was what they did, why they were tolerated instead of being persecuted into extinction.

Beside him, Brannon whined eagerly. He leaned in toward Kai as the First lifted a hand to his shock of reddish-brown hair and gripped it firmly.

“Soon,” he repeated.

Letting go of Brannon, Kai dropped to a crouch and reached down to the thick grass covering the ground. With a bare thought, thick, razor-sharp nails slid out and pierced the water-logged soil, anchoring him to the land. He let its cool solidness soothe the fire in his blood and hone his killing instinct to lethal sharpness. He hung his head for a moment, then lifted it to focus his gaze across the vast expanse of empty marshland. The Badari forces were just visible, a black smudge along the heat shimmer of the horizon. If he closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, he would smell it, their fear.

Soon he would taste it.

Kai stood, feeling the Hounds’ focus. It wasn’t across the field; on the enemy they’d soon be facing. It was on him, only on him. They watched and waited, the eagerness pushing on Kai. It was nearly overwhelming, but he swallowed back the instinct to throw himself forward into the fray. He had to hang onto his human mind for just a little longer…

It began with a howl.

Kai threw his head back and allowed the sound to saturate the air around him. Two hundred throats answered it in unison. It was enough to make the fine hairs on his neck stand to attention and tremble, and he knew it would do the same and worse to the men who waited on the other side of the battlefield.

Now they knew what was coming for them.

He felt it come over him, the change. It was subtle; the Hounds did not transform into dogs, no matter the crude insults nobles like Kath flung at him. His pupils retracted to pinpoints as the yellow of his eyes shined brighter. His nails extended and his canines descended, becoming fangs ready to tear at flesh. Blood rushed to his muscles, making him bigger, more intimidating. Stronger.

The barked order to advance had come from somewhere far behind Kai, but not a single Hound moved until he echoed it in a throat almost incapable of speech. Then it truly started.

Long legs ate up the ground. There were faster Hounds than Kai in the group, but none of them placed a foot ahead of their First. He was the leader of this hunt. He ran upright, his long legs eating up the ground, but around him, several Hounds dropped down to gallop on all fours, their bodies made to adapt to uneven and sodden terrain.

Behind the Hounds, the men scrambled to catch up, but not too hard. They knew their best chance of survival was to allow the Hounds to tear the heart out of the enemy, then they would charge in to cut off its limbs and chop off its head. To steal the victory.

Were Kai thinking with the head of a man, he'd be infuriated by their actions, but the scent of battle was in his nose and his every thought was consumed by the need to kill. To destroy.

Kai ignored the pull of the mud and the chill of water soaking his trousers. An eternity counted in the racing beats of his heart, but finally the Badari were there, before him, ripe for the taking.

There was no trace of fear on their painted faces, but it hung in the air around them, exciting Kai and his Hounds even beyond the fervor of the fight that had them in its grip. Then the last few meters were closed, and the Hounds fell upon their prey, and fed.




• • •




“Strand.”

Kai blinked and brought the face of General Tuill into focus in front of him. He had no idea how long the man had been standing there, or if he'd said anything beyond his name.

“What?” he asked.

He could form words, which was good. It meant he was coming back to himself, regaining whatever humanity it was he possessed.

“I said, well done,” Tuill repeated. He went to drop a hand on Kai's shoulder, then thought better of it, letting the hand drift down to rest on the pummel of the sword he'd re-sheathed at his hip. “We took them with minimal damage. Less than a third of the army has fallen, and more than half are still on their feet.”

“I lost eleven Hounds,” Kai told him thickly. The pain of each was a dagger to his chest. He felt it, every time one of them slipped away. It fueled his rage in the heat of the fight, but now he felt only a terrible cold. They were so few, and now they were fewer.

General Tuill didn't offer platitudes or false words of consolation, but simply dropped his head in respect for a moment, acknowledging the loss. Kai appreciated the gesture; it was just one more reason why he liked the general.

“Janis wants to see you,” Tuill told him. “They’ve taken over the Badari command tent.”

He pointed behind Kai to where a large tent stood on a slight knoll. It was circular in shape and crafted from leather. Whatever flag might have been flying from the flagpole staked into the earth alongside it had been torn down and replaced with the royal blue of the House of Carvell. Kai started at it, stunned. He must have been held in the grip of his beast for longer than he realized. That was…worrying.

“I’ll go,” he told Tuill.

Though Janis wasn’t a man to be kept waiting, Kai paused long enough to speak with Brannon and make sure his Second was grounded and able to take the responsibility of the pack without him, then he made his way to the blood-spattered patch of earth where each of his eleven Hounds had fought to their last breath, and, one by one, placed a hand upon their forehead. He didn’t pray—it had been beaten into him more than once that the Hounds were not God’s children—but he wished for peace for each of them and thanked them for giving their life for the king's cause. Though he knew they hadn't, not really. They'd given their lives for him, and that was a heavy weight to bear.

His steps weary more from the pain in his heart than the ache in his muscles, Kai made his way to the tent where Janis waited. As soon as he stepped inside the cool, dim interior, Kai realized Janis wasn’t alone. Dropping to one knee onto the rugs covering the floor, he waited to be acknowledged.

“Rise, First Hound,” a warm voice commanded.

Lifting his head before he shifted to his feet, Kai took in the smiling, unlined face of Prince Faron as he came towards him.

“Your Highness.”

The prince was young and had yet to prove himself in politics or war, but he had always been kind to Kai, to all the Hounds, and that was a rarity among the kingdom's nobles. He also showed a willingness to listen to his elders, and the two things combined gave Kai hope for the future.

“Another battle won because of you and your Hounds,” the prince commended, clapping both hands on Kai's shoulders. Kai flinched, his senses still razor-sharp from battle, but he willed his body to stillness, quieted the beast who was still set to react to any touch with violence.

“You honor us,” he replied.

“No, you honor us,” the prince contradicted, “and you will have your reward.”

There was a stirring of movement from the line of nobles who stood in the darkness at the rear of the tent, but Kai kept his gaze on the prince.

“Your Highness?”

“Next month is a blood moon.”

“It is,” Kai confirmed. It would be a wild night for the Hounds, the moon singing to them with her strongest voice. It came around only once every four years, and Kai had still not worked out if he craved or dreaded it.

“Father's head priest has also confirmed that it is a Solar Convexion.” Prince Faron paused for a beat. “The first for a hundred and fifty years.”

“That is…fortuitous,” Kai said cautiously.

There was more movement from the shadows, a rush of urgent whispers.

“Sire!” one of the nobles gathered in the background called out. “You cannot mean to—”

Prince Faron waved his complaint into silence. His gaze was steady and serious as it bored into Kai.

“On the blood moon, when the Solar Convexion reaches its height, the gate in the temple sanctum will open. You may approach with your sacrifice and see if the spirits bless you, Kai Strand, First Hound. That is the reward my father offers for the service you have performed for his kingdom.”

Kai could only stand there and stare at his prince, utterly speechless.
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“I still can’t believe this.”

“I don’t believe it.”

Kai stood and listened to his son Dane’s awe and his Second Brannon’s suspicion as he stared up at the White Mountain Temple, the Kingdom’s oldest and most glorious shrine to the Ether. He couldn’t decide which of them he agreed with. Brannon likely had the right of it, but the small child inside him dared to dream that it was real. That something like this could happen to something like him. It gave him hope that maybe the world was changing enough that his son wouldn’t have the youthful optimism that allowed him to believe in the truth of this day, beaten out of him.

He turned to Dane now, but his son was staring up at the temple, eyes wide and drinking it in. Hounds were usually not even allowed in the grounds of the place, never mind inside. In fact, this was the closest even Kai had ever been, he’d only ever glimpsed it from patrols of the surrounding hills before. Now, at the base of the narrow path that had been hacked into solid rock, Kai craned his neck to look up at the narrow towers of ornately carved stone, and the high arching roof of the main sanctum. He had to admit, it was impressive.

“Strand.” The voice calling his name was as familiar as it was welcome. Kai turned to see General Tuill dismounting slowly from his horse, his stiff movements exposing his age. The lingering doubts he’d harbored, even before Brannon’s words, began to slowly dissolve. The general would not involve himself in some elaborate scheme to humiliate him.

Tuill smiled as he approached, his steps smoothing out as he walked off the stiffness of a long, uncomfortable ride. The temple was a long way from the capital city. It had been built deep in the mountainous countryside, out of sight of even a hamlet or croft. The general gave a nod to the two Hounds standing at Kai’s shoulder, then turned to Kai.

“You’ll not be allowed to take any others in with you.” Tuill’s mouth pursed with distaste, eyes darting over Dane’s long-limbed, lanky, youthful build. “It’s not something the young one should see, anyway.”

Tuill’s final comment didn’t make sense to Kai, but he was unsurprised by the rest of it. There were many places barred to the Hounds. Catching Dane’s look of disappointment, he realized he should have prepared his son for the eventuality. He wasn’t long out of the commune and hadn’t had time to adjust to the shock of being considered a second-class citizen.

“It’s for the best,” he told him, before Dane could put voice to his unhappiness. “I don’t want the nobles to know who you are. They’ll use you to get to me, if they can.”

Dane still looked dissatisfied, but he nodded bleakly. His eyes flickered towards General Tuill.

“I’m not a noble,” the general supplied helpfully.

“And he’s not an asshole, either,” Kai finished.

“I’m glad you’ve got such a high estimation of my character, Strand,” General Tuill shot back dryly. Kai flashed him a grin full of razor-sharp teeth and the general laughed.

“Come on, let’s get on with it.”

“You sound like you’re going to an execution rather than about to receive the highest honor of your life,” Kai remarked, patting Brannon on the back as he stepped forward. His Second would keep an eye on Dane, still any reckless urges the boy might come up with. The area at the base of the temple grounds wasn’t spacious, and it was tightly packed with the entourages of all the important people already inside. Given that the noble’s personal attendants tended to be as stuck-up and superior as their masters, there were likely to be all sorts of opportunities for trouble.

“Well—” General Tuill grimaced and gave a half-shrug. A military man through and through, he had come with nothing more than a dusty, tired-looking squire. “You’ll see soon enough. It’ll not be any easier with advance warning.”

Kai would have pressed the general, but they had begun up the path and the final approach to the temple doors wasn’t a long one; they were already within hearing distance of the tiny, wrinkled priest who stood in the open entryway to greet them. At least, he welcomed General Tuill. Kai, he looked at like a piss stain on the front of his robes.

“This way,” he said, before turning on his heel and disappearing into the darkness.

Kai let General Tuill precede him into the temple, taking a moment to glance back down the hill to where Dane and Brannon waited. In the tight confines of the space, the two Hounds were given a wide berth. They were dangerous, even Dane who was full of the joy of youth, and who was yet to fill out the tall frame he’d inherited from Kai. Dane lifted a hand to wave, and Kai returned the gesture. When he returned—if he returned—he’d be irrevocably changed, one way or another. He’d read the accounts of the previous openings of the gate—even if everyone gathered inside, General Tuill aside, would be incredulous that he could read—and he knew something of what was about to befall him.

He’d either be one of the Bound or one of the barren. Blessed or cursed.

No Hound had ever been Bound before, but then, as far as Kai knew, no Hound had ever been allowed inside the temple. Perhaps he’d be the first. He hoped so, because Kai had had about all he could take of being cursed.




• • •




The heat hadn’t been intense outside, the sun already down and taking her fire with her, but Kai still felt the relief of the temple’s cooler air kissing his skin. Even his eyes needed a moment to adjust to the gloom, and as his boots echoed on the stone floor, following the footsteps of the priest and Tuill, he glanced around, drawn to drink everything in despite himself. It was stark, but beautiful. The walls were painted with images of the Ether: tiny glints of silver and gold inlaid into the frescoes. The pillars supporting the soaring roof were marble, and jewels winked from the leaded glass windows.

They crossed the large room and then moved through a small, unadorned door that was propped open. The passageway beyond was narrow and low-ceilinged. It began to descend almost immediately; the steps were uneven and irregular, awkward in the dark, and Kai saw the general stumble. He righted himself before Kai could reach to steady him, and Kai heard him grunt at the priest’s murmured admonishment to be careful.

Voices reached Kai long before the tunnel ended. He caught the youthful timbre of Prince Faron and the harsh, grating rasp of Lord Kenwick, who’d been almost strangled the year before by assassins who’d managed to sneak past his entire guard, into the Lord’s bedchamber. If he hadn’t been in bed with two girls instead of one, there would have been no one to scream and alert the guards posted just outside the room. At least, that was what Kai had heard he’d told his wife when she arrived back from visiting her father’s coastal estate. Having met the Lady Kenwick, Kai wasn’t sure she hadn’t been the one to send in the assassins in the first place, and having also a more than passing knowledge of Lord Kenwick, he didn’t even blame her.

There were others, but before Kai could register who else had been invited to receive the Ether’s gift, the light changed and then General Tuill stepped forward and to the side, and Kai found himself in a claustrophobic bowl of a room, facing a lineup of the kingdom’s richest and most privileged, most of whom he knew by sight, almost none of whom he liked. Given the way they were staring back at him, the feeling was mutual.

“General. Strand.” Prince Faron greeted both Kai and Tuill as if they were the same, equals. Kai nodded back tightly. His every instinct was clamoring at him to extend his claws and allow his canines to descend—not helped by the imminent appearance of the blood moon, high, high above—but he fought it. The nobles in front of him may not see him as a man, but he’d be damned if he’d let them dismiss him as a beast.

“Your Highness.”

Kai was bottom-ranked of everyone in the room, by a considerable margin. He’d no place being there, everyone except Tuill and Prince Faron knew it—and wanted to make sure he knew it, too. They needn’t have worried. Kai knew where his place was, but he’d been granted the reward by the king, and he’d be fucked if he was going to let them piss all over this for him. Lifting his chin, Kai glowered at each and every one of the nobles who sneered at him, eyes glowing enough to be clearly discernible in the torch-lit room. Not a one of them could hold his gaze.

They were fools, because there was no surer way to incite the killer within a Hound than to show him weak prey, there for the taking. Kai’s heart started thundering, the muscles in his legs twitching, preparing to leap.

Only Tuill sensed the danger, stepping in front of Kai and blocking the rest from view. He caught Kai’s gaze and held it, no fear in his eyes.

“Stand down,” he said, too low for any other to hear; too low for Kai to hear, had he been a man. “You’ll have your chance for death in a moment.”

There was no satisfaction in his words, and their somberness broke through Kai’s focus. He fixed his gaze on the older man, trying to read what he wasn’t saying on his face, since Tuill seemed determined not to give it away with his tongue.

“That’s it,” Tuill said, seeing his words had had the desired effect. “Settle down.”

“What—”

Tuill’s raised hand stopped him from questioning any further, and when the general turned his head towards the rear of the room, he followed his gaze. The same priest had emerged again, from a doorway Kai was disturbed to realize even he hadn’t noticed. The priest’s expression, if possible, was even more stern and unsmiling than before.

“You Highness, my Lords—” His gaze hit Kai and he tailed off. The pause lasted only for a beat, then he recovered. “It is time.”

They traveled down again. A great chasm of rock hung above their heads, and it made Kai shudder to think of the vast weight dropping down on them all. He expected the tunnel to open out into another tight, airless room. Instead, they moved forwards into a great cavern that put the main sanctum above ground to shame. A trickle to the left told Kai there was running water somewhere, but he paid that no mind, his attention wavering between the cluster of wretched souls squatting in the center of the room beneath the angry gaze of a whip-wielding soldier, their fear so thick on the air Kai all but choked with it, and the rear wall of the great room, where a huge archway had been carved into the rock, the space beneath the arches an ebony stone that gleamed like polished glass.

The terrified unfortunates began whimpering and keening at the appearance of Kai and the others, until one of the nobles, Lord Yule, snarled, “Shut them up.”

It only took three indiscriminate lashes to quiet the group, though the soldier might have kept going, if the small smile on his face was anything to go by, had his arm not been halted by the vicious snarl that erupted from Kai’s throat without his permission. He wouldn’t have tried to stop it anyway; the beast might salivate at the thought of easy prey, but neither the Hound nor the man in Kai liked to see mindless cruelty. He’d been at the hands of it too many times himself.

Lord Yule turned on Kai, but the priest cleared his throat before he could do anything stupid like open his mouth. He’d positioned himself in front of the glistening black rock, the archway dwarfing him. He looked both eager and frightened, the hunch of his shoulders telling Kai he did not like having the strange surface at his back.

“The gate will open shortly,” he told them, his hands twisting together in giddy readiness. “You will approach one at a time, with your chosen—” a darting glance at the group of sitting men and women who, Kai was just realizing, looked to be a sad mix of beggars, whores, and servants. His stomach twisted trying to work out what they were doing there. “You must make sure the blood touches the surface. When it does, well…” A smile small, fervor winning out over fear, “you will know.”

Bonded or barren. Kai swallowed hard. He was here now; what would be would be.

“Time is of the essence; the blood moon appears only fleetingly. Our window of opportunity is small.” He glanced around the group. “You will approach in order of your rank. Prince Faron, Your Highness, if you would make your choice.”

Kai had known Prince Faron a long time. They weren’t friends, but he knew him. Well. He thought he’d seen the man’s every mood, but watching the prince approach the mewling, terror-stinking cluster, he saw something new. Resolve; at the cost of something very dear.

The soldier kicked out at a woman who was edging away from the prince, growling something Kai should have been able to hear but for the sudden thunder of his pulse pounding in his ears. Almost deaf from the noise of it, he watched Prince Faron deliberately step over the woman and grasp the arm of an old man so thin, it was nothing for the prince to pull him away from the others, practically dragging him across the floor towards the archway. The man made no attempt to move under his own steam, but he didn’t fight, either. He seemed resigned to whatever was going to happen.

Low chanting broke out around the room, priests stepping forwards from shadows that had hidden them from even Kai’s keen senses. He glanced at each of them, on alert and uneasy at being surrounded, even if it was by a bunch of old men in ugly grey robes, but they couldn’t hold his attention for long. With their words, they’d unlocked something at the archway. The black rock was emitting a low light and was changing, subtly rippling like eels were swimming just beneath its surface.

Prince Faron’s steps faltered as he saw the effect, but only for a moment. His grip on the man firmed, as did the resolve on his face. Closing the last few feet, he hauled the man higher, quickly shifted his hand from the man’s arm to his lank, filthy hair, and jerked his head back. As soon as his neck was extended, Prince Faron slashed across with his free hand, the knife he’d discreetly palmed there slicing through skin and sinew and muscle, letting blood spurt free. It arced forwards, splattering onto the black rock, which—Kai could think of no other way to describe it—seemed to swallow it, to drink it down. Prince Faron dropped the now limp and lifeless body to the floor as the archway blazed with a sudden light and pulsed, a throbbing base that caused the floor to shake and small debris to drop from the ceiling.

Horrified and awe-struck, Kai waited.

Bound or barren. Bound or barren. Bound or barren.

Prince Faron ignored his audience and the dead man at his feet, his attention fixed on the wall in front of him.

Bound or barren. Bound or barren.

The liquid black mass swirled and rippled, and an answer came a moment later.

Bound.
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The pulse woke me.

I wasn’t asleep, just drifting. Being without thinking. It was what I did when I couldn’t bear to be alone with my thoughts anymore. A way to let the time slide by, in the hope that, eventually, there would be something.

This was something.

I waited, alert and tense with anticipation, and then it came again.

What was astonishing, more so even than the appearance of the pulse itself, was the fact that it came from behind me. With that realization came the awareness of front and back, up and down. I’d been disembodied, floating weightlessly, for so long that the comprehension came with a rush of vertigo. The violent sensation of nausea whipped through me after so long not feeling anything at all. Bodily, at least.

I turned—another weird sensation—and then relearned the art of looking, focusing on something now that there actually was something to focus on.

My world had been an endless sea of nothingness, of inky black with tiny starlit sparkles. Now, that featureless night-time canvas was reborn. An oddly shaped blob of light, like an oversized Gothic church window, appeared, hanging impossibly in the air. As I watched, it rippled twice, and with each ripple, I felt another of those pulses. They reverberated in my center, rocking the heart of me.

The light itself wasn’t that strong, like an open door to a room lit only by the beam of a small torch, but to me, after so long in darkness, it glared with all the brightness and vitality of the sun.

I willed myself to move towards it and found that I could. Relief made me giddy. Closer and closer, I drifted forwards. I had the curious sense, the nearer I got, that I wasn’t alone. I couldn’t see or hear or smell anyone or anything else, but I felt them, lingering by my side. That might have been enough to frighten me away, but I was near enough now to see that there was something beyond the light. That it was, in fact, some sort of window.

That there were people.

People!

Demons from hell couldn’t have swayed me from my path.

A man stood in front of the strange archway, staring out at us. He was dressed oddly, in something that looked both expensive but ancient, like an outfit from a medieval play. His face was unlined, hair a dark chestnut and long, pulled back into a ponytail. He was looking right at me but his gaze, though determined, was unfocused. He couldn’t see me, I was sure. He had someone else with him, a ragged-looking old man dressed in what seemed to be layers of scruffy sacking. He was holding on to him and, as I watched, he hoisted him up…then slit his throat.

I jerked, rearing backward as best I could with no body to move me, but still, it felt like the old man’s blood sprayed across my face. I could feel it, touching me, even though there was nothing of me to touch. I might have made a noise. I would have if I’d had any control over my voice. I certainly screamed inside my mind.

That noise was abruptly cut off when something moved past me, close enough to brush against me, the feeling both tangible and intangible, and seriously disturbing. I couldn’t see it, not until it hit the window and then…passed through. I saw the change in the surface, like water breaking slowly, or oil, and then I saw something on the other side.

I don’t know how to describe it. It was both solid and not; real, but transparent and slightly glowing, like a ghost in a film. It was a creature, about the size and shape of a dog, though it looked more like a great cat, and its appearance seemed to have astonished the murdering man through the window as much as it did me, maybe even more so. He gaped at it, then reached forward and touched it with one, trembling finger. I saw the moment he made contact; he shuddered, and a little of the creature’s strange glow rolled over him, like a flash of current. The man smiled then, though he was still visibly shaken, and a voice called from behind him. I couldn’t hear what was said, it was muffled, as if underwater, but it caused the man to move back, out of sight. The creature went with him.

Another man moved forward to stand before me. This one had a young girl with him, though she was writhing and twisting and turning, doing everything she could to get away. Her open mouth told me she was screaming, too, though I could hardly hear it.

I knew what was coming next, I just knew. I wanted to close my eyes, but I couldn’t look away. The man stabbed her, pushing through her back until the knifepoint broke out from her bony rib cage, tearing through her dress. She stiffened, then sagged down. He let her fall, just dropped her carelessly on the stone floor. Then he gazed straight ahead, the look on his face expectant.

Everything in me drew away from the man. I waited, expecting another of the presences surrounding me to move forward like before, but it seemed they, too, were repulsed. Nothing happened over long, painful seconds, until the man’s expression changed from certain arrogance, to confusion, to rage. He had to be pulled away. Before he went, he aimed a kick at the lifeless young girl, glowering down at her like whatever had happened—or not happened—was all her fault.

One after another, men stepped forwards. One or two were youthful, but most were old. To a one, they were finely dressed. And each and every one of them brought forward some unfortunate wretch to murder. Some looked sickened, others grimly determined. One or two obviously took pleasure in the act. But all of them did it. The blood splashed through the window. Sometimes I felt it hit me with a tingle like a static charge, other times, I felt nothing. Except horror, and a morbid fascination that wouldn’t let me move away.

At least eight times, I watched death happen right in front of my eyes. Then, whoever stood before us would wait. Sometimes, nothing happened at all. And sometimes, I’d feel a stir of air and then the window would ripple as whatever had responded to the call of the blood passing through, and a creature of some sort would appear. Small, tall, timid looking or terrifying, they were all different. But none of them were human, not even close.

Surrounded by life for the first time since I died, and I wasn’t sure if I’d ever felt more alone.

Just when I thought I could take no more, when everything in me was screaming to turn away, begging my eyes to close, another man stepped forward. He was different from the rest. He wasn’t so fancily dressed, for one thing, and his eyes were a strange color, a light shade of amber that glowed brightly from the shadow of his face. The main difference, however, was that he was empty-handed.

Well, not quite. He held a knife in his hand, but his other was free to clench into a tense fist. He stared in towards us, in our inky prison, though his head was cocked to the side, as if he was listening to something. I watched him shake his head and respond with something terse, then he opened his clenched fist and, without hesitating, drew the knife across his palm, slicing deep. Blood ran down his fingers, dripping onto the stone floor, but nothing penetrated the window. Bizarrely, I found myself pushing forward, reaching for it. When he lifted his hand and pressed it to the window, I was right there, inches from him. So close, I should have been able to feel the gentle puff of his breath against my face.

Though I couldn’t have told you I could do it until that second, I lifted my hand in return, and pressed it against his. I felt a moment’s heat, then a full-body frisson as that static charge washed over every nerve.

Then I fell through the window.
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I don’t know who was more shocked, me, or the man who caught me.

And he did have to catch me. Finding myself in a body for the first time in what seemed like an age, I crumpled, my legs folding beneath me. He didn’t let me hit the ground and the horrifying pool of blood that waited there. He reached out, reflexes amazingly fast, and wrapped one arm around my back, his other hand gripping my upper arm. We stared at each other for a brief moment, both of us wide-eyed.

As I gazed at him, I registered the fact that his arm was pressed firmly against the bare skin of my back. I’d come through unclothed.

He recovered before I did, and he lifted me back to my feet. As soon as he was sure I wouldn’t drop again, he let me go and tore his tunic off. In another swift, economical movement, he had it over my head. It was warm from being on his body, and long enough to hit me at my knees, like an oversized dress. Then, before I had a chance to thank him, to my astonishment—as if I could get any more astonished—he dropped to one knee, not seeming to care about the grisly remains on the floor. He bowed his head and muttered something in a low and reverent voice. It sounded like a prayer.

I didn’t know what to do. There were other people in the room, I could hear them, see them out of the corner of my eye, but my attention remained fixed on the man in front of me. Tentatively, feeling like I was about to touch a live wire, I reached out and placed a hand on the top of his head. He had shorter hair than the rest, and it was thicker, coarser, more like a horse’s than a man’s.

He shuddered when I touched him, then he looked up, the movement making my hand fall away. Those eyes. They were not normal. If I thought they were glowing before, it was nothing compared to now. He slowly got to his feet, gazing at me the whole time, and as he reached his full height, I had to tilt back my head to look at him. He was tall and broad, consuming my attention so I didn’t notice the hand reaching in from the side. It shackled my wrist in a bone-crushingly tight hold, pulling me from the spell I’d been gripped by, and suddenly I was aware of all the shouting in the room.

“—cannot be allowed! He’s not even a man!”

“Get some soldiers in here!”

“Your Highness, step forward! We can still perform the binding if we—”

The hand holding me squeezed impossibly harder, pulling at me, and I cried out. It was painful, but it also released a flash of memory: being tied down, pain a fire across my belly, yanking and tugging and pulling at my wrists, but the restraints shackling them only tightening even more. One of the creatures from before must still have been in the room, because I heard growling and snarling, like an enormous dog preparing to attack, but I couldn’t focus on anything, trapped in the grip of a panic attack. My breath wouldn’t come, and I couldn’t move. The terror inside me swelled up and up my throat, until I thought I’d choke on it.

There was a flash, a rush of heat like a fireball unfurling in the room. Everything went white for a heart-stopping, disorienting instant, then I could breathe again, the air whistling into my starved lungs. Dizzily, I registered that I was being held by someone, their strength behind me propping me up. It was the man whose blood had called to me through the archway.

There was no more shouting; in fact, the room was deathly quiet.

As soon as I thought that, I remembered the bodies of the murdered men and women, and immediately regretted the turn of phrase. They were just lying there, discarded and forgotten. And they weren’t the only things on the ground. All of the ones I’d seen stand before the gate and kill, were, to a man, lifting themselves up off the stone floor, along with a handful of men in ugly grey robes. I didn’t see the creatures that had made their way through the gate before me, just a tell-tale glow peeking out from the shadows of some of the men. Who were all looking at me, though I didn’t understand why.
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