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Pronunciation

Llaninwyn – klan-in-win

Therosin – Th-e-row-sin

Llan Do – klan doo

Lowan – Low-N

Keibe – K-eye-I -b

Brayn – Br-ay-N
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Prologue
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It is whispered throughout Llaninwyn that anciently, before the lake, a city laid in the valley eastward, between Glyn Fer and Llan Do. It is said that the turrets of that wretched place were sharp enough to cut and made of striking black stone. The people who dwelt there were descendants of Amonos, fairies, who had fire in their breaths, their blood riddled with an evil that humans cannot comprehend.

It is known by all the people of Llaninwyn to avoid the two mountains, and even the forest that surrounds them. They say that it is cursed by those strange beings who dashed from their turrets and left aside their gold whenever a wondering human child would pass by and that they would snatch them, scorch them, and gnaw on their bones with their serrated teeth. 

It is even told in hushed voices, that when they were done feasting, they’d collect the skeletons of those children and deposit them back to their mortal homes, where, come morning, the mother’s screams would carry like wretched bird song, back to the city between the mountains and the surrounding forests would ignite in celebration. They call them the Crackles, and say that they clustered there in their hundreds, murdering in that sorrowful valley for their own delight. 

Some declare loudly that it only took one bucket, poured by King David’s knight, to extinguish the first Crackle. So, more barrels and buckets came and finally the rain, to drown that settlement whole. A blessing from the gods, for the mourning of Queen Linette and the young prince’s bones that the Crackles left on the palace doorstep. This they call the drowning and that is what they tell of it. That is the story they tell of how lake Therosin came to lay where the city once stood.

Even now, when the earth dries up a little in the summer, there are ramblings of courageous town folk saying that gold washed up by their feet or that they saw the pointed black tip of a turret poking through the water’s surface when they went wandering to the east. 

In truth, no mortals venture towards lake Therosin, nor Glyn Fer or Llan Do or even the forests that surround them. No, the mountains sit avoided, undisturbed with the lake in the heart of them and the mist hanging above. The remnants of legend. 

But magic still ripples through many dark places where it is too strong to be snuffed out. And so, each year, Llaninwyn send their youngest and bravest to Morgol, the beast slayers academy, to be trained to endure bloodshed and then on, to the heat of Amonos where they slaughter the beasts at will, taking the magic for themselves in their annual Amonos Games.

Though, there is a prize more precious than strength, or claws or even the ability to breathe under water, and it keeps the school well supplied with admittance. The games, thoroughly stocked with slayers and that is the Phoenix’s that nest in the centre of Amonos. For if they are cunning enough to kill one, the way King David and Queen Linette were murdered, four hands holding his own blade, they will rule the Llaninwyn throne forever.

Yes, immortality and kinghood await them and that, even for the faint hearted and most stupid of all humans, is a power they cannot help but pursue. 

[image: Hummingbird outline]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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Lowan

The city of Therosin is always partially dark, even when the sun sheens into the lake, the depths protest it. I’ve grown slowly accustomed to it though, being submerged in this tight little bubble that wraps the city. 

When I was little, I didn’t dare touch the enchantment that encases us, doming us in with oxygen and keeping the seasons turning, but I push it all the time now, watch it wobble just to bounce back again. It’s been protecting Therosin and everyone in it for a thousand years since the drowning, even the west fields and the sheep, who I’ve seen careening into its sides more often than I care to admit. So, my small handed prodding isn’t going to make it collapse any time soon. 

I once feared everything that lays beneath this lake but now that it is time to leave, I cling to my bedroom walls as if they might crumble at any moment. My window looks out on the city, its cobble stone streets and sharp peaked buildings, even the flowing river that confuses me entirely. It all feels like home. 

I stretch my eyes up to watch the palace, placed in the centre of the city. It’s the highest peak, chalky white stone that nearly pierces the bubble that surrounds us with its tip. Four golden orbs hang around that top spire, there to admit a light that mimics the sun, going dark at seven and light again at five. They even produce heat, though I’ve never managed to tan a day in my fifteen years basking under the balls. I watch them as the soft yellow light stretches through my window, coming to rest on the mirror in front of where I sit and casting rainbows behind me onto the bed. 

I want to crawl back into it and grasp the crisp sheets that lay crumpled on the mattress. I know if I just snuck inside it would still be warm and I might even evade being found entirely. My hands wrest on my dressing table, and I inhale deeply, the smell of baking bread filling my nostrils. It’s coming from just down the street. Nel must be up already, trying to feed the entire city with her loaves. My heart aches but I ignore it as I try to comb the white strands of hair that have tangled miserably down my back.

“Lowan!” 

The sound is accompanied by a rapping on the door that lasts mere seconds before its flung open and I’m bundled by two girls who are far more ready than I am. I try to breathe as my stool crashes to the ground and someone’s elbow embeds into my ribs.

“Do you have to?” I wheeze from somewhere under a familiar leg.

“We thought we’d surprise you!”

Seren’s voice is a muffle under my right arm, her short straight hair sticking out at whatever angle it chooses and tickling me with its yellow ends. She’s dressed in Llaninwyn blue from her neck to her hands and feet. The colour feels odd on her, even if it is slightly dampened by the lack of sunlight down here. Her skin glows the same bright yellow as her hair, cascading light from her pores. It is a mark of our people, of fairies, we all glow one colour or another. She looks down as my eyes still on her skin and the colour swiftly vanishes, leaving her pale complexion in its place. 

“And by surprise she means check you’re actually awake and ready for the life altering, destiny affirming day of your life and not brooding over Therosin or leaving your home or possibly having any second thoughts...” 

Arianwen’s the blunter of the two. She can’t help herself. The Therosin blood of the royals tends to have that affect, even if you are only seventeenth in line to the throne. Her dark brown eyes glisten suddenly with purple light, sparkling with the scandalous possibilities of what might await if I did choose to change my mind from feet away. Of course, she managed to detangle herself without losing a strand of dignity. I unlace my legs from Seren’s and shove her gently off me as her face wedges into the floorboards. 

“Ari that blue looks awful on you.” I sigh, instead of addressing what was obviously a prod at how I’m feeling.

Ari sits back, looking down at her tiny sleek body and brushing the long dark ponytail back over her shoulder, “Yeah well, I don’t much like Therosin red either so unless Morgol will let me wear my usual black, the blue will have to do.” 

“Speaking of which, why are you in nothing but a silk nighty?” Seren asks with a tilt of her head.

I groan and point to the bed where my own skintight blue clothes sit folded neatly at the end.

“Get on with it, Lowan or we’ll be late for Brayn. The twins are already waiting for us and as much as I enjoy making them wait, I don’t think today’s the best day to do so.” 

The twins, Fenegan and Tavor Knight. Identical, brown haired, heart throbs of Therosin. Everyone fancies them, present company included. 

I shove both girls out of my bedroom and dress as quickly as I can, not bothering to look in the mirror as I grab my pack from next to the door. I’ll have to braid my hair as we go.
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It has been fifteen years since I first stood on Therosin’s edge. I don’t remember much of the first time, only the fear that laced through my body as he lurched from the water, those golden-brown eyes hollowing my stomach. I remember the dagger my mother drove through his hand and the miraculous warmth of the ball of light we conjured together and sent flying on the wind into the city beneath. At least I know, when the four balls rise each morning that one of them is mine. 

His eyes haven’t changed much since that day; they are still gold flecked and challenging. I wonder now, stood on the same bank waiting for him, if he knows they send dread hurtling through my body. Brayn is fair and I’ve spent my time in Therosin avoiding giving him any reason to fix me with a look of displeasure. In fact, we all have, the five of us stood on this shore. Though, all of us have received that panic inducing glare, even felt his fury at times. Though no look has been as bad as the dull fall of disappointment. The years between fourteen and seventeen were the worst. After that it got easier to keep our mouths shut and take orders. I suppose that was the growing dread.

Now we stand in line, shoulders almost touching as we do every morning, though today feels stiffer, not even daring to look towards each other. My eyes stay fixed in the distance, Glynn Fer and Llan Do rise around us, hemming us into the valley. Their grey edged slopes are mottled with bright grass and speckled with daisies. Spring always has a way of making Therosin appear undaunting, even lovely. The lake glistens a few feet in front of me, silver pearls of water reflecting the sun and I almost smile at it. 

Seren fidgets to my right, her thick soled boots grating on the gravel underneath us, but I resist the urge to snap at her, or shift my own, well strapped feet. Ari stands to my left. I know without looking that she’s barely breathing, barely blinked in the ten minutes we have stood here, sweat bubbling along our necks, hands clasped behind our backs. The twins stand at the ends of our small line, Tavor on the left and Fenegan on the right, both shaking their soft fringes out of their faces rhythmically like a sneeze that triggers the other. We’re all dressed in the same bright blue, accept somehow the boys bypassed the tight fit.

“I give him five more minutes, or I swear I’m going home.” Tavor’s voice is a whisper down the line making my eyes roll.

“I don’t think we are actually supposed to be talking,” Seren Whispers back. 

“I’m just going to ask, no big deal or anything but is anybody else feeling a little sick?” Fenegan says from the other side of Seren. 

“Honestly I could vomit!” she laughs nervously. 

“More or less than Fen last Hydathlu?” Tavor snorts.

“That was one time!” Fen protests.

Bara, help us, I whisper silently to the gods. Not that I think any of them are listening to three bickering twenty-year-olds. 

“Will the three of you, please, for once in your lives, shut up!”

Make that four. Though, I did think Ari would last a little longer. I wish I could laugh with them. Anything to avoid this sinking feeling that resides in my gut. 

As if called to shore by the murmuring of my peers, Brayn’s body starts to rise slowly out of Therosin’s rippling waters and the five of us fix our postures, eyes forward. He has always been tall but today he seems to stand even taller, towering above us like a third mountain, his broad shoulders set underneath his training gear, gold and Therosin red. He carries no weapons today, though that is no surprise. He steps onto the lake shore, his short black hair rigidly unmoving as he surveys us, the rocks under his feet refusing to shift. 

“Arianwen,” he states, his tone stern as he addresses his granddaughter first, “recite.” 

Ari doesn’t hesitate, she never does, as she starts to recite the words we all know by heart, “For a thousand years since the drowning, the existence of our kind has remained hidden from the Llaninwyn humans. Save only for the women of the O’Dallyn line who brought us Lowan, the future Queen of Llaninwyn, we have passed into legend.” Ari has gotten used to talking about me in this way, and I have gotten used to hearing it, one of Brayn’s little tricks to make the awkward less awkward. “In that time the enemy has formed a school to train their children to kill the magic beasts of Amonos that lay in the volcanic mountain range to the north of this island, in their annual Amonos games. The prize being the Amonos Phoenix, which, if slain, grants the power of the sacred animal to the slayer, and rights to the Llaninwyn throne.” 

“Tavor, continue,” Brayn instructs.

Tav clears his throat, “Since the beginning of the Amonos games almost three hundred years ago, our people have fought to keep the colony of Amonos Phoenix’s from falling into the hands of the enemy. We have, for those centuries, submitted our own kind to the school of Morgol to participate in the games for this purpose.”

“Fenegan.”

“To this day we have been successful in keeping the sacred phoenix safe and the Llaninwyn throne empty,” Fenegan says clearly.

“Seren,” Brayn commands, moving to stand in front of her.

She breathes a heavy breath, “However, now that Lowan O’Dallyn has come of age, this protection will cease. In an attempt to regain our freedom, we are submitting the halfling, Princess Lowan Aryn O’Dallyn of the lost Llaninwyn royal bloodline into the Amonos games, where...” 

Brayn holds up one hand to silence her, and I feel his eyes slide onto me, one eyebrow simply rising in expectation. I take a moment before reciting the words I know by heart.

“Where I will enter the school of Morgol and couple a worthy Llaninwyn human to partner me in the Amonos games, which is in accordance with Morgol law. Together, we will entwine our hands on the sword of my ancestor, David, and slay Keirna, one of the Phoenix’s of old,” I say, my voice steady.

“And then?” Brayn’s voice is low in my ear.

“In a fulfilment of destiny, I will take the throne as rightful Queen of Llaninwyn. From this seat of power, I, along with a worthy king, will command the people of Llaninwyn to establish peace amongst the two halves of this land, raising Therosin from its depths and out of hiding.”

“And...” 

I swallow, “And I’ll kill anyone in my path for the good of Therosin and its people.”

Silence splits the air as I feel Ari tense next to me. 

“Good. Relax.” 

All of us take a breath together as our bones slump a little. Brayn motions us to huddle round him in a small circle, our arms wrapping round each other’s waists. He looks at each of us individually, his arms over the twin’s shoulders. 

“Morgol is not like this land. It will test you, physically, yes, but mentally too. Your job is to focus, learn and adapt. It is highly likely that one or more of you will be separated within the school walls. If you find yourselves alone, remember who you are, remember what power runs in your veins. You are, all of you, children of Therosin, fae children, so be brave. Remember, this next year could change the course of history.” His eyes rest on me as he says that last line before he continues, “Stick together as much as you can. Remember the four Therosin’s we sent last year, they will help you, they all know who you are. Suppress your glows, keep them locked within. There are many who remember the mark of magic so be careful, do not allow your emotions to overpower your mind. Within the walls of the school, you are under Llaninwyn jurisdiction. Our laws, our rules, even our morals count for nothing. Follow theirs with every ounce of your beings. We cannot intervene, we cannot aid, we cannot save you. If any of you want to change your mind, now is the time.” 

None of us move an inch. 

“Good,” he concludes. “Now get going, and we will see the five of you in the autumn for Hydathlu. Ari...”

“Bye Bamps,” Ari says, pulling Brayn into a tight hug as he places a soft kiss on her forehead. He finally releases her and the five of us turn to pick up the packs waiting tidily behind a large boulder ten feet from where we stand. 

“Lowan.” 

I groan inwardly before turning back to my trainer. 

“I know,” I say bluntly. 

“I don’t think you do, Princess.” 

Princess. They all call me Princess, accept maybe the four friends I have waiting for me, unless they are taking the piss. 

“I’ve been preparing for this for fifteen years,” I say, my voice a little harsher than I intend, “I’ll get it done.” 

Brayn scoffs, “You will always be Theron,” he says softly. “No throne can take that away, no king, no castle, and no queenhood. You will always be a daughter of this lake and no less.”  My eyes sting at his words as my heart aches, threatening to rip through my thick blue clothing. “Love it... it grows. Sometimes from the strangest of places. Pick wisely, and don’t mess anything up unless it’s a Llaninwyn prince.” 

A stone sits lodged in my throat and all the things I want to say, want to scream at these mountains, I hold in, swallowing them down determinedly as I nod and muster a small smile. 

“Let’s go O’Dallyn!” 

I turn and give Ari a look of thanks for the excuse to grab my pack and join the others. I don’t turn back as Brayn disappears into Therosin’s depths. Goodbyes for this land will come later, and when they do, I will have to be ready for them. 
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Chapter Two
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Declaration of Morgol Law: Section 2

All admittance must survive the crossing.

Lowan

“All I’m saying is that I hate Glyn Fer!” Seren moans from somewhere behind me.

We passed up and over the mountain hours ago and she is still annoyed about the will power it took to make it over, even with the endurance of the fae blood that runs through each of us. We move through the thick clumped trees of the forest that spans from the south of our large island all the way up to the Volcanic north. Thick green moss clings to the bark and stretches up into the branches that mingle above our heads in a canopy of leaves that almost entirely cut out the sunset.

A thousand years ago this part of the forest would have been riddled with beasts from Amonos, moving down from the north and back up again, a continuous flow of magic that fed the earth and lined the roots with a pulse of colour. I’ve seen it in the Therosin libraries, the awe-inspiring beauty of the forest in the north but here in the south it is strikingly human. A deer crosses our path and bolts, but nothing more. 

“I don’t think Glynn Fer considers your opinion on it,” Tavor huffs, stepping widely round a large mound of earth that vibrates with wriggling ants. 

“We aren’t far now,” Ari’s voice is low and hushed, “we should arrive just before the darkness.” 

I feel the tension between us start to build the thinner the trees become. Beams of soft golden light turn to grey as the sun dips behind blackening clouds. We’ve expected it, the rain that lashes down every year for the new admittance to Morgol. Not magic, just the earth’s way of protesting. 
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Eventually the trees stop entirely. Brayn’s instructions have served us well, leading us out onto a cliff edge that overlooks the coast. We can see the shoreline from here. Thick grey stones line the beach in uneven waves and the sea spits repeatedly onto them in a rhythmic motion. I start counting the people, all dressed in the same clothing as the five of us, the blue mingling like the sea itself. There must be over two hundred at least, Llaninwyn volunteers, most stood pacing at the water’s edge. A few blue blobs in the distance tell me more are still moving across the fields. I’ve always found it strange that their relatives don’t come to say goodbye. All of them make their own way here, departing from the comfort of their homes out of choice, completely alone. Desperate for a small touch of glory, or greedy for a large one. 

The wind has started to pick up and the breeze whips stray strands of hair around my face as I fix my eyes on Morgol. The island is barely visible in the mist that the sea has set around it, but the castle-like structure can just be made out. Brayn has gone over almost every room for so many years with us now that I feel I could navigate the building in the dark. It has six turrets, placed on each corner and long thick corridors of classrooms that connect each, forming a hexagon.  What we can see from here is the back turret and two long walls that form the training third of the school. They hang so close to the cliff edge that they almost topple into the sea. 

In the autumn, any surviving students will get to go home, not for long, but there will be boats that carry them across the waves. Today, there’s only one way into Morgol, and that is to swim.

“So, we wait?” Fen asks all of us. 

“We cross last.” Ari nods, taking a seat on the soft grass at the side on the cliff edge.

“When does the rain start?” Seren says quietly. 

“You’ll feel it when it does.” Is all I say as I slump down beside Ari and let my back hit the soft earth.
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Hours pass and the first droplet hits my nose.

“They’re going.” Ari nudges me, and I sit bolt upright, scrambling towards the cliff edge to get a better view of the huddled admittance.

It is now almost completely dark, the grey moving soundlessly into black as the night whispers in quickly around us. One or two move first, stepping into the water up to their waists and then more follow, moving like a shoal of blue fish until their heads disappear under the surface and bob up again a few feet along. The courage of the firsts goads the remaining to step in as well, until their all out there. 

As if their presence was an invitation to start claiming souls, the rain begins to fall in sheets. Heads continue to rise against the accumulating waves, but they barrel many under the water where they don’t rise again.

“And when does-”

Tavor’s question is cut short by a hollow, rasping shriek that splits through the night like thunder and muffles instantly. One follows another, the screams rising as I fight to identify which of the heads made them.

There is a pulse of light from under the surface, a striking blue flare and everything erupts. The waves crash in the distance, throwing foam up metres above the surface. There is another pulse of electric blue light and then we see it, careening on the surface like it’s made of water, its long snake like body rolling like the current. I catch a glimpse of its horned, dragon-like head and its blue chest, emitting a bright light similar to our own magical fae marking. It shines towards us, before the beast dives back under, jaws open with teeth the size of my forearm. I know, without seeing, without hearing that those screams are being devoured. 

“Would anybody like a sandwich?” Seren’s voice chimes through the Llaninwyn screams. 

I blanch and my eyes whip to her, her head buried in her pack. I glance to Ari, but she is smiling at the sea with a satisfaction that should unnerve me. 

“What have you got?” Tav asks casually. 

“Oh, sorry Tavor, was I supposed to bring a banquet of options? You’ve got ham or nothing.” 

Another scream.

“Did you make them?” Tav shoots back, “Just your last ones were a bit plain.”

“Nel made them, I got them from the bakery this morning but after that comment you can shove them up your arse.” 

“I’ll take anything Nel’s made.” 

“Too late. Lowan, do you want one?”

My mind is on the water. It had seemed so grey and maybe even blue when we got here and now it must be red with the blood of my future people. My stomach turns. 

“How can you eat alongside this?” I gesture out to the sea. 

“Pretty easily actually,” Seren mouths through half-soaked bread of a sandwich she’s just precured. “The more people she eats the less I have to kill inside those walls.” 

There’s a general grumble of agreement around our small group. I watch as heads continue to bob out of the water and swim with speed towards Morgol. The beast disappears occasionally, diving into the depths to come up with more people in its mouth, its silver eyes sparkling with delight. After a while, I lose sight of the island, the darkness fully settling on the sea. Blue flashes of light signal the beast is still down there though, circling about, feasting.

And then finally, it all falls quiet and dark. No one is left on the beach or in the water and no blue light illuminates the gloom. 

“Time to get wet,” Fenegan mumbles. 

We grab our packs and head down the slope that leads off the cliff and onto the shoreline. The four of them don’t hesitate as they skip over the large stones, wrenching their boots off as they go and shoving them into their packs before they walk determinedly into the water.

I take a moment to steady my breathing before I kick mine off too and place them securely into my pack and follow. The cold water bites my calves as I submerge them, a sensation I know none of them will have endured. I take a breath, before I plunge my head under the surface of the water, letting it soak into my hair and occupy my ear drums before I begin to swim. 
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We’ve been trained for this, can swim for hours under Therosin, outside of the bubble of course, even without magic to hold our breaths, so we move easily through the water, despite the crashing waves. Ari guides us towards Morgol with her own fae light, a small ball of purple glow that she conjures from inside herself and sits on her palm. The glow reflects off the fish as they brush past ahead making their silver scales look like jewels in the dark.

I resist the urge to look down into the illuminated depths. Something hard hits my toes and my heart starts to hammer as the unwelcome thought of long dead skeletons sitting along the bottom, reaching up to grasp my legs, enters my mind.

I shake myself, trying to get rid of the thoughts that keep spiralling in the gloom, of dead men and flesh and fish feasting on bones. I don’t know how far we have come or how far is left still to go and the thought that this gulf stretches on endlessly fills my lungs with dread. I suddenly need to breathe, need to rise onto the surface and have oxygen course through my body again. It’s easier for the others, but I feel the weight of it, the lung tightening dependency on that next breath. I start to move towards the surface and that is when I feel it, like bubbles on my back. I see the wave of blue light ripple from behind me, lighting the sea in all its corners. I turn just in time as the mouth of that beast comes slicing through the water. I scream out a shriek, moving side-ways as the teeth snap inches from my leg.

The others are by my side in moments as the beast turns for another attack. Tavor takes a knife from his pocket, grabs Ari and rapidly slits her palm. She nods and swims forward, towards the sea dragon, palm held out, her purple ball bobbing alongside her. 

The beast halts, millimetres from her hand. Tav and Fen slit their own palms too, holding them up to its giant flared nostrils. Its silver eyes widen, it blinks, and then they turn to glowing blue like its chest. Slowly, it lowers its head into Ari’s palm, nuzzling her affectionately. 

Seren slits her palm and hands me the knife. The beast begins to nudge the twins, its large tail swishing in the water before it turns to Seren and licks her outstretched palm. I slit my own hand slowly and look up to see the blue eyes, but what meets mine are two large, death black ones. 

Without hesitating it hurtles its large tail through the water and pushes my friends behind it, separating us as it comes crashing towards me. I duck past, the little remaining breath I have exiting in a flurry as I head for the surface.

Breaking the water, I breathe as heavily as I can before plummeting back under. Ari and the others are fighting to get in front of it as it lunges violently towards me. I swim, my mind racing as I feel my body start to heat, the small tendrils of fae power glow in my veins as they turn golden orange. I prepare to aim the power towards the creature, trying to aim without hitting my friends in the frenzied chaos as the four of them slash at the beast with daggers from their belts. Seren breaks away, catching my waist and pushing me backwards.

“Get to Morgol!” she mouths through the water.

I hesitate and she shoves me again until I let the power ebb out of me, using it to propel me faster through the water in a glitter of golden sparks. I don’t blink until my body hits the ragged stone base of the island. 

Morgol’s dull light sits high above as I scramble my soaked, heavy body up the jagged rocks. I watch the water and try to breathe, waiting for any sign of them to appear. The crashing of the waves and whistling of the wind is loud and I try to quiet my mind, waiting. 

The surface breaks and I see Ari, her long dark hair covering most of her face as she gasps for breath. She starts to haul her body up onto the stone and I move to help her, staggering over the crevasses as two glowing horns breach up out of the surface. My mind stops. All sense of power and training leaving my body as the beast rises, its teeth bared before it lunges for me.

Ari raises her dagger, slashing at the beast as its head comes towards us. It blanches, but continues to strike, trying to avoid her altogether as I back away. Rocks crumble around us as Ari takes a large upward swipe of her blade, nicking the beast swiftly across the cheek. Blood spills onto her hand, and I feel a gasp leave my mouth as the beast brings its head to meet hers.

“Cynhared!” Ari’s voice is like thunder through the rain as she yells in the tongue of our ancestors. A language that has not been uttered on these shores, possibly ever.

Friend.

The dragon stops, its eyes fixing on her as if surprised. Its blue eyes return as it lowers its head, the moments pass as the two of them glare at each other. Then it blows out a tuft of hot water onto the ground at our feet and vanishes, sinking itself swiftly back into the inky black of the south sea. Three heads peak as it leaves and we both reach out a shaking hand to haul the others up onto the rocks. 

“You ok?” Ari asks quietly. 

“That was...” I begin but the words fail me.

“Incredible!” a voice from behind us says. 

Our bodies move in unison, whipping around to face a young man strolling casually out of the water, his thick black hair tangling in wet curls on his forehead and around his ears. His muscles contract as he lifts himself with ease over the tight crevasses of the rocks, a smile playing on his lips.

“Thanks, Ari’s a badass,” Tav says, lacing his arm over Ari and kissing her cheek. She stiffens but doesn’t move. 

“So, I can see.” The stranger’s voice is soft as he lets out a small laugh. “Thanks for distracting her for me, badass.”

“No worries, stranger,” Ari says dismissively. 

“I guess I’ll see you all in there?” he asks, looking over us all. 

His eyes are like chocolate when they reach mine, rich and penetrating and I find that I linger on them a half second longer than is necessary. He offers a smile that I return, before he skips over the top of the rocks to a winding, stone stairway that must lead up to Morgol.

“Where did he come from?” Tav whispers.

“I don’t know,” Ari grumbles as she watches his back disappear up the steps. “I didn’t see him in the water, but he must have been there the whole time.” 

“Do you think he saw?” I leave the words unspoken, uncertain of who else might be listening on this bank.

“He didn’t seem alarmed, so I guess not.” 

Weird. My mind lingers on the stranger and his dark eyes and the way I didn’t even sense his presence through my magic, like a breeze so soft you barely feel it moving against your cheek.

“Great work on the beasty, Ari,” Tav says breaking the silence. “Best to use sound shields from now on.” His eyes shine a bright turquoise, and I know he’s used his magic to muffle our conversation or silence it completely.

“Thanks, Tav, but the next time you kiss me in public I will spit in your tea.” 

“Is that a promise Arianwen?” He winks at her before letting her shoulders go and moving round us to start the climb up the steps, Fen following close behind.

“I tell you what, the boys did absolutely nothing.” Seren laughs, “Might as well have left them behind.”

“Yeah, but they’re pretty to look at,” Ari says with a wink before following their disappearing shadows up the steep incline. 

“I take it the beast wasn’t supposed to try and eat Lowan?” Seren asks casually.

“No.” 

It’s the only explanation Ari gives, and I don’t ask for more as the rain changes to a tapping on my head and we climb after the boys.
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Chapter Three
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Declaration of Morgol Law: Section 2.4

All admittance must pay the fee in Reen.

Lowan

The sleek stone steps are slippery from the rain, and I check my balance as we wind back and forth, up and up the cliffside. The higher we ascend the brighter the beams of light tipping over the edge become. Finally, the stairs stop and turn to gravel, and we emerge into a large field. The light that we could see over the edge beams from beacons of fire that line the twisting gravel path, leading us on, to the gates of Morgol. 

They must be at least four times my height, swirling brass. At the top a metal hexagon imbeds itself into the swirling, a large letter M encased within. The gate is connected to a stone wall that protects the school behind. We walk confidently towards it, ignoring the wet clothes that cling to us heavily. The gates are sealed shut when we reach them, though this is expected. 

“Tickets?” A voice drones from the gloom, making us jump.

I watch the shadowed wall as a tall, gnarly man steps out from it, running his tongue along decaying teeth. He’s dressed as a ferryman, draped in black cloaks that trail off his skin. As he moves towards us, I notice the well of round stone rising just slightly off from the ground behind his thick back. I stare at it a second before my soul hollows and my eyes are snapped back to the milky ones that reach mine. 

“Every admittance must pay the fee,” his voice tolls like a bell, his long hair that is tightened behind his head swaying on the breeze and reaching out past his hooded covering, “you pretty little things must have been sent with plenty.” 

Ari reaches into her pack, seemingly unphased by the strange man and we follow suit, searching around for the metal hidden within.

They are called reen, made to represent the price mortals paid to the gods for their place in Bara, paradise. Reen was supposed to be a coin that any mortal could afford, to signify the easiness of appeasing the gods. Funny, because these cost Brayn another chunk of the royal jewels. I rummage in my bag for mine, until the gold hits my palm. 

The man’s gloved hand sits outstretched; his bobbly nose almost bent in a bow as he collects our tickets into his firm grip. He turns, allowing them to flick, one by one, slowly down into the well at his feet where they plop on the water and sink. He waits, until a bell chimes somewhere above us. 

He grunts a scoff, pushing past us and clicking the lock on the large brass gates. “Welcome to Morgol,” he says darkly as they swing open. “Ever may you breathe.”

A soft burning greets me as I pass through the gate, and my eyes settle on the gardens that lay in front of me. A large fountain sits in the middle; two gold statues intertwined as the water runs over them. Six trees surround me, encircled by flowers and shrubs, in a symmetric swirling that makes me feel dizzy. I pull my eyes up and take in the full scope of Morgol. The drawings I have seen of it lack in portraying its grandeur. The architecture is strange, as if, as time has gone on, more elements have been crafted to add to the impact. The front turret sits before us, its stone appearing orange in the firelight. Two more, large round turrets sit at either end, adorned with ornate glass windows and intricate stonework. I strain my eyes upward and glimpse the soft peaked rooves above. This is the residential third of the school and the staff quarters. My eyes move down to rest on the large open doors as more light spills out of them, down a short stone staircase towards us.

Fen and Tav wait there, sitting casually on the steps that meet the gravel. Two girls I know stand behind them, but my eyes settle on the two men leaning casually against the open wood and iron doorway. 

I recognise one of them immediately and my heart tightens as I look towards my friend, but Ari’s eyes are fixed on the other. Her speed quickens and I hear her growl as she takes the steps two at a time, her knuckles flying towards the male’s face. He dodges, hopping out of her way and catches her wrist with a tick of his teeth. He’s tall but not as tall as the man that stands opposite, though almost twice as broad, toned with tattoos that run in black all over his exposed arms and up his neck. Ari shoves his chest, and my eyes fall to a crystal blue pin that sits where her hands collide. It’s shaped like a phoenix, the long beak and feathers carved in metal and adorned with small chunks of blue crystal. A mark of the strongest admittance, the ones that made it to the heart of Amonos, into the volcano itself. 

He lets her hands thud against him, catching her skin before they descend again. He looks down at her small frame as he towers over it, a look of boredom adorning every sharp feature that marks them as royal, though the male’s skin is less tanned than Ari’s deep olive. His dark hair is short, really short, revealing a scar that runs behind his ear. I swallow hard.

“You know Arianwen Vexon, you should really address your temper, is this about being seventeenth in line to the throne again or just because you got a little wet?” His voice is quiet, low and utterly dismissive. 

“Your bloody fish almost killed us!” she spits out through gritted teeth, yanking her hands free. 

He smiles and his periwinkle blue eyes twinkle in the firelight. 

“Molly wouldn’t hurt you,” he says casually with a shrug, “you must have her muddled with a different beast.”

“When you name it, you get attached to it,” Tav grunts a laugh, and Ari shoots him a look. 

“Did you let her smell you?” The male asks, his voice barely audible.

“Yes Dae, your stupid dumb fish knows exactly what human blood tastes like, and exactly what doesn’t,” She spits in a tiny whisper, “but what it fails to recognise is the mix!” She motions towards me with a jab of one hand. 

His eyes shift, sliding onto me as he scrapes his gaze over every inch. I raise a small hand as a hello and give a straight mouthed smile that he completely ignores before snapping his neck back to Arianwen. 

“I don’t see your point,” he says dryly. Ari opens her mouth, but he cuts over her, “And she’s not technically my fish, or a fish at all for that matter.” 

She rolls her eyes, “It was your job to make sure she was tame for the crossing, to get us here safely!” 

“And here you are,” his voice drips.

“Screw you, Dae.”

Dae... no, Dacre. It dawns on me who this is. Dacre Vexon, the Offspring of Hell. Arianwen’s fourth cousin once removed or something ridiculous, all I know is they share a last name, a jawline and a royal veined temper. 

The man standing on the other side of them steps forward, and I notice the matching blue-crystal phoenix pin before his height casts a shadow over me. He runs a hand through his short, clipped hair to intervene between the two Vexons. Lance Spencer. 

“Are you hurt?” He asks Ari, looking her over. 

Her eyes meet his, “No.” 

The silence is sticky, and I want to say something, but I can’t find the right words, or any for that matter.

“Well, it’s good to see you Vix,” he clicks between his teeth.

“Yeah, you too Spencer,” Ari says, not meeting his eyes.

“Right well, this has been sufficiently awkward, and we really need to start finding Lowan here a pair so can we move this along? Places to be, men to entice, where do we go for that?” 

Seren addresses the two girls that now stand to our right. One is blonde and angular, with long limbs and too much nose, too much hair that touches behind her legs. Letty Brix. The other is shorter, about my height, with dark brown skin and hair that sits in tight curls. Rea Llase. They both smile and tilt their heads behind them. Rea and Letty trained with us for a year before coming to Morgol last March. Rea is the softer of the two, she hugs me tightly as I walk up to her, despite getting wet and I hug her tightly back. 

“You still smell like home,” she whispers delicately into my ear. 

“Don’t let Seren offer you a Nel sandwich, I think they got drowned whilst crossing!” I giggle before turning to Letty. 

She smiles a tight smile, hugs me vaguely and that is that. 

“Let’s get you dry.” Rea smiles, leading us down the open passage. The stonework is lighter inside, appearing yellow by tufts of fire high above our heads, held to the wall in metal baskets. “First years as you know are given their rooms tonight and then demonstrations and pairing will start in the morning. Seren and Ari, you girls already have your pairs. Make sure that is clear from here on out. The twins will handle any challenges, but if you must, don’t hesitate.” She shoots Ari a glare. 

“Well, it helps that Fen actually is my pair,” Seren sighs from behind me. 

“Tavor will have his work cut out for him,” I grimace. 

Ari ignores us as we move along a tight corridor and up to a large twisting stone staircase. There is a door to the right, left half ajar and Rea raps on it three times before pushing it open to reveal a large blue office. A thick wood desk sits in the middle, painted in Llaninwyn blue and behind it a soft looking woman reads. Her plump cheeks redden as she lowers her paperwork and looks up, her tight blonde curls bouncing with the motion. 

“I have a couple late comers for you Connie,” Rea says. 

“Oh wonderful!” The plump lady, Connie, says back. “Let me look at them.” 

Seren, Ari and I exchange glances before we push into the room and stand before her desk, still mostly wet. A fire burns softly in the hearth, and I feel it warming my legs through the tight blue fabric. 

Connie walks towards us, her short legs shuffling as she comes to get a better look. All three of us stand above her, personally only by a few inches. 

“Ah,” she sighs, taking us in, moving behind us as if we were sheep ready for the culling, “I do love the pairings.” 

She seems satisfied but with what, I have no idea. 

“I always save the best rooms, just in case,” she says it whilst still surveying us, moving her eyes up and down. 

“In case what?” I ask.

There’s a twinkle in her soft grey eyes, but she doesn’t answer. 

“You dear, what’s your name?”

“Seren Tinley,” Seren replies. 

“Room 32, up the stairs, three levels and to your right. The three of you will sleep on the top floors as you are first years. I am Connie Wright, and I will be your matron as such for your time here at Morgol, so if you need anything, just come to my office.” She hands Seren a large silver key.

We all nod. 

“Name?” She moves to Ari. 

“Arianwen Vexon.” 

“Gods, another Vexon. Siblings I presume?” obviously referring to the only other Vexon here, Dacre.

“Distant cousins, emphasis on the distant,” Ari grumbles.

“I remember we had another Vexon about five years ago, Bria?”

“Now she actually is my sibling,” Ari smiles. 

“Gorgeous girl, I was sad to not see her take the throne, she would have made a good queen too, with that handsome Lennon as her pair.” 

“I couldn’t agree more,” Ari smiles genuinely at the mention of her family.

“Well, maybe it will be your year if you can find yourself a match in the pairings.” 

“Seren and I actually came with our pairs, twins from our hometown,” Ari says, her eyes glistening so well that I want to applaud her acting. 

“Oh, now we do love a pre-paring. It makes for all kinds of drama,” Connie says with a glinting eye. “Still, better may arise, don’t put all your eggs in one basket girls, there’s plenty of time for a challenge before Amonos.” The three of us swallow deeply. “Room 34 for you I think, opposite your friend here.” She hands Ari an almost matching key, “And finally?” 

“Lowan O’Dallyn,” I say, setting my face into a soft smile. 

Connie blanches, “O’Dallyn?” 

“Yes.”

“As in, Elowin O’Dallyn?”

“That would be my mother.” 

“Gosh.”

I strain my smile, waiting. 

“Her year was... well, quite eventful!” Connie clucks in a disapproving tone and my stomach twists.

“I know.” 

“So, you must be...” 

“The baby, yes.”

Connie scoffs, “Well, how on earth did you find the reen?” 

“Elowin O’Dallyn found herself with my grandfather’s people after her Amonos game, my grandfather is wealthy, he brought Lowan’s reen,” Ari supplies as an explanation. 

“Right. Gosh, you look just like him. Yes, now I can see it. Gods, it’s like Jarrod is right here!” Connie says and my stomach twists tighter and I have to bite my cheek to force my mouth shut. 

She rifles in the draws, sifting through different keys before pulling out a small copper one and handing it to me. 

“Room five, right at the very top.” 

“Thank you, Connie,” I say awkwardly. 

“Mm,” she says curtly, “Considering that we never know who will make it across the water your things will be sent for in the morning.”

“That’s not necessary Connie, we knew we’d make it, so I had Rea and Letty bring our things with them,” Ari says politely.

“Confident I see,” Connie smiles. “Right, well, welcome to Morgol girls. I have seen twenty-five years of students pass through those gates and prepared them for the Amonos games. There is no greater honour than to qualify for the games and no greater seat than the throne of Llaninwyn. May you find yourselves worthy of them both and ever may you breathe.”

I clutch my little key in my hand as we exit the office. Rea indicates to three big trunks sitting at her feet by the staircase.

“34 and 32, right across the hall, three levels up though girls so you better get climbing.” She looks at my key, “Five is... well it’s the roof!”

“Yeah well, some of us came with a reputation,” I say with a huff. 
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The stone staircase winds in tight circles round the inside turret, every twenty steps opening onto an arched doorway that leads off into a corridor where doors are located on each side. Three levels up we leave Ari and Seren, moving upwards another flight, and then another. The air up here is cold and Rea shivers as we finally reach the curved archway to the top floor. The swim, the journey, the climb and now the staircase have exhausted me, and I feel sleep trying to close my mind. This archway doesn’t lead to a corridor like the others, instead, it runs along the edge of the turret, curving round in a circle as doors disappear behind it, the outside edge is lined with openair windows and the chill moves through them, whistling through the cracks. 

I enter the passageway, the doors are older than the ones I glimpsed before, the wood scratched and haggard. I start reading the number on the first door, a copper coated number five. 

“This one’s mine,” I say quietly as I take the key and place it in the small lock. 

I hold my breath, but nothing happens as the door slowly creaks open. The room is small, the left side completely curved, the right completely straight. A window sits in the curved outer edge and moonlight pours through it, engulfing the room in a silver glow. To my left, built into the curve is a large bed, jutting out into the middle and almost touching the opposite wall. Rea clicks her fingers and a green fae-fire roars into existence, suspended on the air at the edge of the bed. The warmth fills my bones as I move towards it. A small desk sits below the window, curving in the same circular shape as the wall. With the warm light I can finally see that the bed is covered by thick, navy covers adorned with silver thread.

“Cozy,” Rea says as the two of us take in the room. 

“Do you think anybody else is up here?” 

“No but come pairing you’ll be grateful for it.”

“Any words of advice?” 

“If you were anyone else, I’d tell you to pick someone and just get through it to Amonos, where we do our job and go home.” Rea hesitates, weighing her words before she continues, “To you I’d say, find the best, find the strongest and kill the competition. You’re after a king and it won’t come easy. Take it from someone who is paired with Lance Spencer.” 

I smile, the memory of Lance playing on my mind, “I can imagine that requires a lot of killing.” 

She laughs, “More than you’d think! Get some sleep, the baths will be on this level somewhere, do that in the morning. The first day of pairings is all demonstration so for your own sake, don’t be late.”

She drops my trunk at the foot of my bed and turns on her heels to exit. “Oh, and Princess,” she lowers her voice to a whisper, checking the hallway before turning back to me, “If ever I feel uncomfortable sharing parts of myself, I wouldn’t want others to know, I’ve found it best to lie.”

Her eyes hold me so thoroughly that I find myself nodding before she’s gone.
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Chapter Four
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Declaration of Morgol Law: Section 4.1

All admittance are to choose a pair to compete with.

A throne taken alone is a throne lost.

Lowan

I watch her go before stripping off my still damp clothes and letting out my long braid. The warmth from the ball of heat on my bare skin is welcoming as I dump the trunk onto my bed and flick it open. I packed with precision, taking care to keep my sword and spare daggers enclosed under enough clothes that I startle when something small wizzes past my ear. 

I whip round, trying to see where the small flying thing went. I look up into the eaves and spot a tiny golden spec hovering amongst them. As my eyes settle on it, it moves again, becoming a blur before it reappears a few feet along. I send a little bit of magic to my vision, and I find myself looking at a small golden bird, its feathers twinkling against the green fae light.

My heart steadies for a second, animals that colour only exist in Amonos and Therosin so this tiny creature must be a friend. I turn back to the trunk to examine it but there are only my clothes, all neatly folded under the straps that I secured them with. I loosen the ropes, pulling at them until they fray open and overturn the trunk to rifle through everything. I find the sword, sheathed in brown leather and throw it onto the mountain of pillows at the head of the bed. The daggers are there too, in their bindings. Even my crystal is where I left it, the two matching feathers and ink, ‘The Fables of Queens’, everything, even the dresses I packed. Nothing is missing and nothing has been added, accept the small bird that hovers over head. I let out a sigh of relief and throw on some night clothes. They are loose, comfy and warm from sitting too close to Rea’s fae light and I feel the tingle down my spine with satisfaction. 

“Right, you,” I huff into the eaves, “are you coming down or what?” 

The bird looks at me, hovering in mid-flight as if making up its mind before it swoops down and lands on the wooden bed board. 

“Ah, so you can understand me.”

The small golden bird frowns at me, its feathered brows knitting together before it swoops into the air, spiralling vertically higher and higher. A soft orange glitter flecks its wings as another fresh wave of understanding floods me.

“A Therosin finch,” I sigh. “The bird of knowledge.”

The small bird nods.

“Little strange a colour for one of those aren’t you? Who put you in my trunk?” I ask it, making sure my voice sounds threatening enough to be obeyed. 

The bird chirps and I frown. 

“You can’t talk?” 

The small bird shakes its head. 

“Or you can talk and are just hoping I don’t find that out.” I cross my arms over my chest.

Chirp, Chirp.

“Well, you can fly home, tell Brayn in whatever code the two of you have that I don’t need watching, thank you very much.” 

The bird just stares at me. 

“Go on, off you go,” I say, picking it up and placing it on the cold stone window ledge as I lift the latch and throw open the heavy glass. “I’m sure Therosin library is missing you already.”

It looks out into the night and then back at me before flying back onto the bed. 

“No, that way, out!” 

The bird just settles itself down next to my pillow and closes its eyes. I let out an exasperated bout of air. The little bird moves slightly to the left. 

“What’s your name?” I ask it casually. 

The little bird lowers its head. 

“No name, huh?”

It shakes its head as it moves back to the right.

“Hm, you’re a twitchy thing, aren’t you?” 

The small bird ignores me, eyes fully closed. 

“Hmm. Ok Brayn, he can stay but I do not appreciate being stalked!” 

I whip my wet hair back and send a small amount of magic into my skull to encourage it to dry. I survey the clothes on my bed with a huff as I throw them loosely back into the trunk and leave it at the end of the bed before crawling in next to the small bird. I hold my hand out to Rea’s green flames, moving a cold splash of power to quell them. The room slowly grows darker, the moonlight slipping in through the tiny window above the desk. My eyes adjust to the change in light. Connie probably means to scare me by putting me in here, the darkness must be thicker than in other areas of the school, but I’ve lived under a lake for fifteen years, the darkness is an old friend, so I close my eyes and drift off comfortably to sleep, the small bird twitching beside me.
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Orange light has just started to make its way into my room when I wake, and it takes me a moment to recognise it as the sun and not the four orbs around the royal palace. I lift my feet out of bed and place them on the cold floor as the small bird flits into the air. 

“It’s the start of demonstration,” I say to it, “best to bathe and look my best.” 

The bird nods, coming to sit on my shoulder. 

“Make yourself at home!” I say to it sarcastically, but the bird just nuzzles closer to my neck. 

I pick fresh clothes out of my trunk and place the little copper key in my pocket as I leave the room and wonder to the left down the corridor. The top level is silent, and I take that as confirmation that I’m the only one up here. At the end of a row of five doors is a sixth, a bar of soap painted in silver. I push it open and gasp a little. The room is built for five, big enough that it fits five roll top baths in the middle. A window sits opposite, spanning the length of the floor to the ceiling in a dome that overlooks the adjacent fields. A wooden building sits in the distance, oddly dark and ominous within the bright grass, and beyond it, a large thick forest. 

I turn the middle bath’s taps and allow it to start filling. The small bird hops in, covering its body with the water and turns in happy circles. I clamber in and bathe for as long as I dare, letting the water soak my heavy bones before I haul myself out and change into my fresh, skintight blue clothes. I brush my damp hair, hoping for the soft waves that usually appear when it’s left alone and then I lace my boots and slip two daggers into the leather strap around my thigh before strapping the sword to my back. I look at myself in the mirrors that line the left wall of the bathroom, and though I’m looking at a Llaninwyn warrior my heart aches for the loose red gear and tight corsets of back home.

I stare at myself a moment longer, all white hair and blue eyes and pale skin and matching blue clothes. I look ill. 

“I guess that’ll have to do,” I sigh to the small bird. 

It cocks its head before swishing its large tail with that peculiar golden-orange blur and catches my loose strands of hair. I feel my head start to heat. The small bird chirps happily as the golden orange leaks into my hair. It only takes a few moments to work its way all over. My breath catches as I look at the bird in the mirror. It closes one eye quickly and almost grins at me. 

“Did you just wink at me?” I laugh and the bird sings, “Come on!” 

I take one last look in the mirror, my now orange hair almost twinkling down my back and I smile at it, no one will say I look like him now.

I find Ari in Seren’s room, which makes me feel sick. It’s huge, with a painted wooden bed in blue and ivory. Her window overlooks the gardens and lets in a warm golden light and the smell of cherry blossom. They are both dressed to match me, Ari’s pin straight hair tied in a high ponytail. She’s standing behind Seren’s large vanity table, pulling her head left and right and trying to make her hair submit to being platted. They both look up when I enter and Ari drops the brush she had in her teeth and it falls, hitting Seren straight on the head. 

“Bloody hell Arianwen!” Seren cries. “Wow Lowan, that’s... different.”

“By that she means you look like your mother!” Ari says stunned.

“Thank you?” I laugh, throwing myself onto the edge of the bed, my sword clumsily trying to bend as the bird flies out from under my hair. 

“What the heck is that?” Seren says, blanching as the bird whizzes past her. 

“Brayn!” I groan. “Snatched it from the library back home and popped it in my trunk to keep an eye on me.”

“Does it talk?” Ari whispers.

“Apparently not.” 

Seren squarks loudly and the bird ruffles its feathers. 

“Worth a try,” she says with a merry smile. 

“Gosh! Just, keep him on your shoulder and don’t let him spiral!” Ari says giving the bird a royal glare. “We don’t need to draw unwanted attention.”

“I think it’s a girl,” I frown, ignoring her other comments.

The bird shoots me an incredulous look. 

“I think you offended him,” Ari scoffs. 

“We should name it!” Seren chimes in excitedly.

“No, when you name something you just... want to keep it,” Ari says with a dismissive wave of her hand.

“I like twitch,” I say, absent mindedly staring at the flittering bird. “Twitch?” 

The bird sores in a swirling, golden-orange sparkle.

“For Bara’s sake, stay on her shoulder!” Ari says, clamping a hand round the small bird and placing it decidedly back beneath my hair where it snuggles in.
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The staircase is loud and brimming with girls as we make our way down, a clattering of boots and brushes and giggling mingled with the soft clanking of swords. 

“My daddy brought my reen,” the muddy blonde girl in front of us is saying. “In fact, he brought me two just to be sure.” 

“My papa brought me three, to be absolutely certain!” The mousy girl next to her boasts. 

“My father is a duke, so I suppose he can buy me as many as I like, but he certainly brought at least four!” a tall, dark-haired girl with an extremely wide smile calls over her shoulder from a few lines in front.

“My grandfather’s a retired king and he brought nine, so I think I win here!” Ari whispers soundlessly into my ear and I wink at her with a smirk.

We all pass Connie’s office and divert down the corridor to the left, going in the opposite direction to the front entrance, and the male’s sleeping sixth. This corridor is wider and also made of stone. It stretches on in a very straight line towards the next circular turret, which I know houses the practical lessons, like etiquette. To our right, open stone ledged archways look out onto a hexagonal courtyard. I knew it was pretty from the drawings, but the space feels so opulent that I gape at it each time we pass another opening. The floor is grey and white mottled marble and flowers hang in baskets around its outside edge or on stone plinths that protrude from the ground, making it seem effortlessly whimsical.

The excited chatter surrounding us grows louder as I see men passing the opposite corridor. I try to crane my neck, but girl’s heads stick in my way like boulders as they do the same. Their feet shuffle hurriedly, and I’m pushed along until we come to the middle of the long stretching corridor that opens out onto the courtyard in large archways on both sides. 

They pour in, like warm honey running onto the tiles, ready for the bees that await them. I follow, Ari stiffly beside me, lost in a hive of giggling excitement that feels a little overexaggerated. When I finally see the men, they are dressed the same as the twins were yesterday, in tight blue tops and baggy combat trousers, and boots that match our own. My nose scrunches a little as I survey them, and curse fairies for being so pretty.

I watch the women start to merge with the men, some greeting each other curtly and hugging people they obviously know. Some women go as far as outrightly throwing themselves towards unexpecting male admittance. I cringe inwardly. This is Morgol and a male pair isn’t just required, its law, so I guess I can’t blame them, though I judge their eagerness all the same, especially considering that from where I’m standing, there isn’t much to throw yourself at.

I feel Seren tense, and I whip my head round to spot the twins. Fenegan is leaning against the far wall, one hand deeply in his pocket, the other playing with his unsheathed sword, swirling the tip on the ground. Tavor stands beside him as if Brayn might tell him to straighten up at any minute, his feet shoulder lengths apart, sword still strapped to his back and his muscular arms crossed determinedly across his thick chest. It’s the women that make me jolt, I notice them circling the twins like hawks who’ve spotted some new juicy carrion, giggling between themselves and proclaiming loudly about their wealth. 

Fen looks up first as we approach and sheaths his blade, allowing Seren to throw her arms around his neck. He pulls her into a soft kiss, and the women huff out a sigh of disappointment. Good, let them see that Fen’s come pre-paired. Tav looks at Ari and my head swivels between the two of them. She fixes him with a don’t-even-think-about-kissing-me glare but steps towards him all the same before being pulled to an abrupt halt as someone catches her arm. 

A blonde man stands over her, his thick cheeks grinning as he yanks Ari towards him. “This one’s mine!” he proclaims to the men that stand behind him, laughing gruffly. 

“I don’t think I am!” Ari says through gritted teeth, shoving him away from her. 

“It’s alright love, Tait likes them a little feisty!” one of the other men laughs over his shoulder. A blonde twig of a girl is pushed under his arm, her yellow-blonde hair shining in the sunlight. 

“I’ll fight you for her!” jabs another, shorter man, taking out his sword and swishing it through the air. 

“And I’ll fucking kill you for her.” Tavor’s voice is as low as death as he comes to stand beside Ari and tugs her slightly behind him.

The man, Tait, looks at him, weighing him up. He’s taller than Tavor but not by much, his eyes reaching just above Tavor’s eyebrows. He’s thicker built too, like a slab of fattened meat. He probably values his chances, I think with a cringe. 

“Alright.” Tait grins. 

“I should warn you, she’s perfectly capable of killing you herself,” I add in, seeing Ari’s soft, olive skin beginning to line with slightly purple veins. 

She doesn’t hesitate as she slinks round Tavor and, in one swift motion, plants a punch right to Tait’s thick jaw. 

Tait looks stunned as he stumbles back, “You bitch!” He spits at her and takes a single step towards us, his fingers imbedding in Ari’s arm. 

I reach to unsheathe my sword at the same time as Seren, but Tavor moves before the blades are even off our backs. Tait doesn’t even have time to reach for a weapon as Tavor plants a dagger into his heart. Blood spills down his hand as he yanks the blade free. There’s a universal gasp from the onlookers and Tavor strikes again before Tait keels over onto his knees and his face thuds into the marble where his body writhes. A few girls scream and the whole room turns to look at us.

“Let me make one thing clear,” Tavor’s ragged, rageful voice booms over the open topped courtyard. “This,” he points the blooded blade at Ari, “is mine. And this,” he points to Taits crumpled body, “is what happens if you touch her.” 

A clapping sound comes from somewhere at the back of the hall and we all turn to see a tall, strikingly silver man striding in through the training third. He’s dressed in a fine, silver-blue jacket and matching trousers and his hair is a striking white grey. Everything about him seems to shine from the reflection of the sunlight as the pathway clears for him until he comes to a stop in front of us, not flinching at the now limp body lying on the floor.

“Pre-paired I take it?” he asks flatly.

“Yes sir,” Tavor says, squaring his shoulders and placing a hand round Ari’s waist. 

“A love bond or a power bargain?” 

“Both,” Ari says, curving into Tavor and gazing up into his eyes without sheathing her sword. 

“I see,” the man says with a chuckle. 

His eyes fall on me as I sheath my own sword onto my back. His gaze lingers, intensifying as his stare becomes slightly uncomfortable before he looks away. 

“As you all know,” he says, amplifying his voice and facing the room, “today is the start of demonstration but you can rest assured that everything here in Morgol is a demonstration. A demonstration of power, of capability, of your worthiness to enter the flames of Amonos, even your worthiness to sit on the Llaninwyn throne. To ensure this, we seek to help you, to aid you. We want you to be the best beast slayers and king or queen that you can be, so, we are here to help and to guide you.” 

The room is deathly silent as he pauses momentarily.

“My name is Martel Sparson,” he continues. “You can call me Sir, or Master if you like, for I am the head here at Morgol. Now, with that established I will say this, you have made it across the south sea, this makes you heirs, heirs to a throne any two of you might take. But you know the law, take it together, or don’t take it at all. Many of you will die trying. This is Morgol, and you will abide by its laws. Some of you are lucky enough to have had beast slayers as parents, this means that you are at an advantage, the magic of those beasts passing through to you at birth. However, we do not encourage murder through those magics, if you must kill you do so only when challenged for your pair’s loyalty and you do it without magic, with your bare hands, or using weapons, as this man has so aptly demonstrated.” His eyes flick to Taits limp body and the pool of growing blood. “If these laws are not followed the consequences will be devastating.” A smile curls on his lips, “You will spend the morning demonstrating in the training suite, so eat up. You have half an hour before the first matches begin. Whilst you fight, I will conduct interviews so that we can identify how to better aid you in your bid for a throne. I think we’ll start with Lowan O’Dallyn here.” He smiles, though he doesn’t look at me, “That is all.” 

There is a bustle of movement as staff enter the hall, dressed in all blue, with white frilly aprons tied tightly around their waists. They begin lining a row of tables I hadn’t noticed with trays full of food. Ari and Tavor don’t move towards it, though everyone else does, their eyes beading. 

“Come along Lowan,” Martel says, spinning on his heels and heading back into the training suite. 

I give Ari a sideways look before following him through. 
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Chapter Five
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Declaration of Morgol Law: Section 3, amendment 1.

Worthiness and cleanliness for Amonos will be required and regulated whilst at Morgol for all admittance. This will be known as the law of blue silk. Long may it be honoured.

Lowan

I check in on Twitch who tucks himself further behind my hair as Martel walks ahead, his silver heels clicking on the wooden floor. 

We approach the furthest turret where a tight winding staircase sits to the left and he ushers me into a large, rectangular room. At the back sits a very thick, wooden desk. Behind it is a large painting of a man. I recognise it at once as a portrayal of Heina, God of truth. To the left is a large, emerald-green sofa, positioned just in front of a fireplace that lays dormant. I take it all in, the rest of the room full of bookshelves and globes, glass orbs and maps positioned between the windows and in almost every space available.

“Come, sit,” Martel says, taking a large wingback seat under the painting behind his desk, motioning for me to sit on a small wooden chair in front of it.

I unstrap my sword and lean it against the wooden seat before I lower myself into it, and then lower myself some more, the chair finally taking my weight close to the ground and when I look at him, I’m looking up. 

“How are you?” he asks with a smile, though he seems to be as uneasy as I feel.

“I’m fine,’ I state matter-of-factly. 

There is a long pause before Martel clears his throat, “Well, we conduct these little interviews as I’m sure you know, to get a better idea of who you are as a person, who you might be suited to as a pair and of course, how you might lead were you to become queen of Llaninwyn, with your pair as king, of course. So, I’m just going to ask you a series of questions, nothing to be worried about, they are all generic, all the same for each admittance. When I ask them, I just want you to imagine that you are being interviewed by Heina himself. Ok?” 

“Ok...” I say slowly, this wasn’t part of Brayn’s extensive training.

“Now, Lowan O’Dallyn,” he says smiling, “how old are you?”

“Twenty.” 

Lovely, and we already know you don’t have any siblings, so the next question is irrelevant. Skipping that, I should presume you inherited some magic from your father?” 

“Yes.” 

“And how much would you say you inherited?” 

“Erm...” 

“On a scale from one to ten, one being a small flickering flame in the fingertips and ten being the power of a Crackle.” 

I wince internally at the derogatory name. 

“I don’t like the idea of eating children if that is what you are asking,” I say with a furrowed brow. 

“Just on a scale of one to ten if you don’t mind.” 

I hesitate and Rea’s words from the day before come quietly into my mind. 

“I’d say about a two.” 

Lie. In fact, my father is the route of all my power, being the fae half of my dual heritage but he was here within these walls. He’s known to this place, passed his faehood strengths off as inherited beast magic. So, to say none would be a foolish and obvious lie considering that I would have inherited at least a little of it if that was the truth of things. In reality, I inherited only around half of my father’s true strength, on a scale of one to a crackle, I’d say around a six, but it’s safer to dampen the truth. 

He says nothing but scribbles on a piece of paper with a large quill. 

“And your mother had no powers, am I right?” 

“Yes.” 

Sort of. She was gifted a singular skill when I was conceived.

“Right, so no magic from her then.” 

“No.” 

Truth.

“How is she?” His question is casual, though his eyes don’t lift from the page. 

“She is well. She works in the east, just where the trees start.” 

Kind of true. She works for Brayn, under Therosin, but that is east...

Martel swallows, “Ah, the Vexon estate. Nice place from what Dacre has shown me in drawings.” 

You have no idea, I think as I smile sweetly. What Martel has been shown is not Therosin, nor any estate that is actually occupied.

“And your father?” 

I bite my tongue, steading my breathing. 

“Dead,” I state bluntly. 

True.

“Ah, yes. I remember now, so, you were raised by the Vexons, I presume?” 

“More... alongside them,” I correct.

“You must know Dacre very well.” 

“Actually, I don’t know him at all.” 

Also true, I met him yesterday. 

“Ah, not known for being friendly back home either then?” He lets out a small laugh, and I see him visibly relax. 

“No!” I snigger back, relaxing too. 

“Hmm, what is it you want from this year Lowan? Are you here to clear your family name?” 

“No Sir, there are only two things I am here for, a pair and a throne.” 

Painfully true.

“Hmm, you know people say your father and mother were bonded.” 

“All pairs are bonded,” I say quietly. 

“Before entering Amonos, yes, but I mean before that, by Amyra herself.” 

Amyra, The Goddess of love and destiny. 

“Then I think Amyra should make some better choices,” I say flatly. 

Martel roars with laughter, “I couldn’t agree more.” 

We talk about my interests, of music and literature and I feel myself beaming as I relay my favourite pieces. 

“And what of training?” he asks after I’m finished talking. 

“I’ve been trained thoroughly.” I shrug. 

“As well as Vexon and Spencer?”  

“I really wouldn’t know; they didn’t train with me.” 

True. Morgol training is conducted separately from normal training in Therosin. Lance, Rea and Letty turned up each morning and were hurried into the north side of the palace. When we started Morgol training after they’d left for their first year it was the same, intense and secluded. But the offspring of hell? He never even turned up.

“What of your magic? How does it aid you in a match?” 

“I have good hearing and I’m stronger than I look so that’s to my advantage.” 

Truth.

“Anything else?” Martel pushes after a moment’s hesitation, “Anything... more?” 

“No.” 

Definite lie. My glow is used to disorientate an opponent but that won’t help me here. 

He lets out a small breath though it doesn’t go unnoticed. 

“Ok, O’Dallyn. I’m almost done and you can get something to eat before the demonstrations start.” 

“Great.” I smile, feeling comfortable. 

“Just one last question, if you don’t mind?” 

“Sure,” I say brightly. 

“Do you keep the law of the blue silk?” 

I blanch, “Sir?” 

He grimaces but tries to cover it with a smile. “We prize purity here at Morgol and although we will overlook a kiss or two between pairs, we like our students to be... pure for Amonos.” He doesn’t meet my eyes as he fidgets a little in his seat. “Intercourse is a bond shared between pairs, if they survive the volcanic north. Not before, and not here at Morgol.” His eyes twitch up to me then, full of what appears to be sorrow. “As I’m sure you are thoroughly aware, given your family history. I just want to ensure that those standards are upheld and you remain...” he looks back down at the paper he’s been scribbling on, “worthy of queenhood.”

I swallow hard. He waits, ticking the feathered end of his quill against the table. 

“So, what exactly are you asking me?”

He groans slightly and shifts in his seat, reluctantly lifting his eyes to reach mine. “Just if you have past encounters that I need to purify?”

My cheeks heat and my skin feels as if something wretched crawls over it. Of course, I know what the law of blue silk is. I know what he’s asking me, but why? Does he mean for me to share my sexual encounters with him? Open up about the way I’ve been touched? What on earth does he mean by purify? 

If ever I feel uncomfortable sharing parts of myself, I wouldn’t want others to know, I’ve found it best to lie. Rea’s words come to my mind again.

“No,” I say steadily, “I’m really, very thoroughly, as clean and pure as I could possibly be.” 

He visibly relaxes. “Excellent. You are excused.” 

I gulp hard and move, my legs feeling strangely weighted and tingly, my palms sweating and mind disjointed from my limbs.

“Oh, and Lowan,” he says as I reach for my sword, “beasts are caught here at Morgol to aid with training, but admittance usually choose a wolf. I will allow your little bird as a pet, but only because of your honesty here today.”
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I dash for the food when I re-enter the courtyard, piling a plate full of cold meat and fruit before I weave in and out of people, searching for my friends. Twitch spreads his wings, zooming merrily along beside me now, less worried about being seen. My eyes fall on a long, dark ponytail and I whip to my left, not watching where I’m headed. A large back greets me head on and I stumble, apologising. A male with dark auburn hair turns and glares down at me, before narrowing his eyes and turning back to the tall, mousy woman from earlier, the one with three reen, who positively throws knives at me with her eyes. 

I snort at her pathetic attempt to intimidate me and go to push through the crowd when a voice behind me speaks. 

“You and your friends seem to like making a scene.” 

I turn slowly and take in the man that stands in front of me. He’s tanned with dark chocolate eyes and soft curls of brown hair that sit loosely on his forehead. Under his arm is tucked a book and I can’t see a sword or dagger in sight. 

“I know you,” I say, tilting my head. “You’re the weird water guy!” 

“Sorry?” 

“From yesterday... you appeared in the water out of nowhere.”

“Oh right, yeah. I’m the weird water guy, and you must be...” he pauses thinking, “the weird bird girl?” 

I furrow my brows in confusion before Twitch swoops in and pecks him harshly on the nose. Oh, that bird. 

“Please don’t offend my bird, he’s very sensitive,” I suppress a snigger. “And no, I don’t like making a scene; it just happens that way.”

“Ow, shit!” He curses, scowling at the bird and rubbing his nose, making the giggle escape me. That snaps his attention back and the sun causes his eyes to look hazel when they twinkle at me. “What’s your name?” He asks smirking, “and who’s the angry bird?”

“Lowan O’Dallyn,” I say, giving a very small curtsy for effect as Twitch comes back to me. “And he’s just a pet, Martel says I can keep him. I did check.”

His eyes widen ever so slightly before he replies, “Lowan?” he seems to think on it for a minute, “that’s pretty.” 

My cheeks blush. “I like to think so,” I admit. “And you are?”

“I’m Renan,” he smiles.

“Oh, we rhyme,” I scoff. “Don’t tell anyone around here, they will think it’s a love bond or something ridiculous!” I say hastily and cringe, willing my mouth to stop moving of its own accord.

“I think love bonds are quite beautiful. I envy your friends for coming pre-paired.”

“Me too!” I sigh. “Definitely seems less hassle.” 

“Maybe that’s why I always have my head in a book,” he says cheerily, pulling the book from under his arm. “Easier when the tale is written for you.”

I smile, “I love literature, too, but my brain never seems to be able to stay in the pages long enough, unless something is particularly gripping. I find heroines rather annoying, too, actually.” 

He laughs, “You say that as if you aren’t one.” 

“I guess we all are of our own stories. Though I would annoy myself on the page. Terrible decision maker.” I smile. 

“Makes for a page turner though, doesn’t it? I’ll see you soon, Lowan O’Dallyn.”

“Yeah, you too, Renan,” I whisper as his back turns, and he disappears into the crowd. 
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I find the four of them lounging by the back wall, hidden in the shade of the far-left turret. 

“How does it feel to be one kill down already?” I ask Tavor, a small smile on my face. 

“I expected nothing less.” He shrugs. 

“I could have sorted it myself,” Ari says bluntly but she smiles. “What did the Master want?” 

“To ask me some very odd questions,” I say, raising my eyebrow. And he’s curious about Dacre... and Lance. Trying to find out if I trained with them.” 

“What did you tell him?” Tav asks. 

“The truth,” I shrug, “that I don’t know either of them very well at all.” 

A bell chimes from somewhere above us and the crowd start to move swiftly through the entryway towards the training third and the five of us follow, trailing behind everyone else. 

We pass Martel’s office and head up the stairs. Up several levels, we enter a long hall. It’s wood all over, even the stone walls are clad with wood and wooden benches run the length of the room, tiered upward against the high walls. In the centre large, leather platforms sit in a long line. I can’t see how many there are but I think possibly ten, all lifted several feet from the ground and hexagonal like Morgol. We follow everyone else, filing into the benches, girls to the left and men to the right. We peel away from the twins and take our wooden seats right at the top. 

There is an excited hum around us, as a man and a woman enter the room, both dressed in the same bright combat uniform as we are but they’re older, silver streaks mingling with their dark hair. They walk towards the middle-left platform and climb onto it. The room becoming still. 

“Hello everyone and welcome to Morgol’s demonstration suite.” It’s the man that speaks first, his voice reaching us across the room. “My name is Orrion, and this is my pair, Tillian. We met here at Morgol fifteen years ago, our games being the three-hundred and third and the three-hundred and fourth Amonos games. Your first year will be the three-hundred and nineteenth, so let’s prepare you well, starting with demonstrations.” 

“This is a chance to show what you can do without killing anybody.” Tillian’s voice booms around the hall before she smiles. “That will come later.”

“It’s strictly hand to hand combat to start, though we can’t be held accountable for any broken bones! This is just for you to... well, show everyone your abilities. Men go first. The rules are simple, winner stays on. Any volunteers?” 

I watch in shock as Tav rises from his seat at the other side of the room and strolls down the steps of the tiered seats. A few other men follow him, Fen included and Seren’s breath glitches in her throat. I know it would take them around twelve hours of straight fighting to tire but I still feel my heart rate quicken.

Orrion beams at the men making their way down to him. I scan them all, looking for nobody-in-particular. Then I scan the rows of benches opposite us until my eyes fall on a man in the back. His feet are perched comfortably on the empty seat in front, a book in hand and curly brown locks covering half his face. I smile at him as I watch the room falling away. I wonder what he’s reading and increase my vision, feeling the burn behind my eyes but as I do, he looks up and I quickly divert my gaze back to the platforms.

The twins have been placed on the centre two, Tav with a toned blonde boy and Fen with the male version of a flimsy tree branch. How some of these men survived Molly I will never understand.

“I think you should get a better look,” Ari says. “Come on.” 

She yanks me up from my seat and we start moving down towards the platforms. As if our movement were an invitation, all the other girls stand up too and come to huddle in the middle of the room, their eyes dancing between the men. Orrion blows a whistle that echoes around us, bouncing off the walls and ringing in my ears and the men engage, launching at each other within moments. Ari moves towards Tavor, Seren at her side, but she shoves me towards the first platform. 

“You need a pair!” she hisses into my ear and ignores me when I groan. 

I leave reluctantly, surveying the two thick blonde boys on the first platform as they swing about haphazardly, though I quickly dismiss them as being Tait’s friends. I head to the second where two athletic built men spar gingerly towards each other, both looking to not cause any damage. I cringe and move on. The men still sat on stands seem to have taken this as an opportunity to survey the women from afar and remain firmly in their seats. 

I feel several sets of eyes lingering on me, but I don’t give them the satisfaction of returning the glance. We’ll see what you can do first, I think to myself, though if the two muscular men in front of me are anything to go by, I won’t be glancing back at all. Both are fairly good looking, the blonde one especially, but the other moves his left fist in a slack motion that just turns my stomach and although I linger slightly on the first, again, I move on. 
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Apparently, Brayn’s training has made me extremely picky because the only men currently fighting that I think have exceptional posture came from his training centre. I come to stand next to Ari who leans casually on the platform millimetres from Tav’s moving feet, shouting words of encouragement. She side-eyes me as I approach and lifts her brows, but I shake my head and her shoulders fall. Seren pulls me into a side hug, resting her chin on my shoulder where twitch scootches over. 

“I must say, neither of you seem concerned for your pair’s limbs.” 

We turn to see Tillian, her bright eyes fixed on the twin’s separate platforms. 

Ari laughs, “That’s because we aren’t.” 

“Who usually wins if they spar together?”  Tilian grins.

“I do!” Tav calls from the platform. 

“Usually, it’s whoever doesn’t get bored first,” Seren’s says casually, comforted in the fact that Fen isn’t going easy on his opponent. 

“They fight like Vexon and Spencer,” Tillian says by way of observation. 

“I should hope so!” Ari’s voice snips. 

“It was a compliment, firecracker. What say you two when the girls have their go?” She looks between Seren and Ari. 

“Can you give Ari the girl who goes on about having multiple reen?” I say with a scoff. 

“Which one?” she asks, her eyes twinkling. 

“That one!” I point through the crowd to the tall mousy girl who’d shot me daggers earlier.

Tillian’s looks at her and then looks at Ari, “I don’t think so,” she says bluntly and moves on.

Tavor and Fenegan both place their opponents on their backs within seconds of each other. The girls have almost exclusively clustered around their platforms and I do my best to ignore the way they move closer to them, blocking the three of us from view. Fen jumps down, sweat beading off his temple and pushes through them, pulling Seren into him and I relax a little, thankful that he’s the observant one of the two twins. She laces her hands round his neck and kisses him as the girl’s just stare. One of them, with long hair that touches the bottom of her spine in two plaits looks more intensely than the others, her hands twisting a short dagger. 

Don’t say anything, Lowan. I whisper to myself, but the words come out before I take a second breath. 

“You,” I point at her. “What’s your name?”

She says nothing but raises her eyebrows at me.

“I said, what is your name?” 

She’s taller than me but I take a few steps so that our noses almost touch. I feel Ari and Seren immediately behind me. 

“That’ll be Amelia bows,” Tillian supplies loudly.

“Fancy a round Amelia?” I tip my head towards the platform. 

She doesn’t blanch, doesn’t so much as blink as she whips her head round to walk in the other direction, her long braids almost hitting my face, but I grab her wrist. 

“Look at him again and I swear to the heavens you won’t have a head left to look with.”

She rips her hand free of my hold and stalks off, her skinny limbs billowing like a willow branch.

“Thanks, but I could have done that myself, or Fen could have told her,” Seren says quietly. 

“She was preparing to throw. I could see it in her eyes,” I say quietly so only the two girls can hear me.

Ari frowns, turning to look at Tavor who’s jumped down from the platform. A group of girls huddles around him, batting their eyelids at his sweat stuck top.

“Eyes to yourselves ladies!” Ari barks, picking up a cloth from the edge of the platform and thrusting it into Tav’s arms turning to glare at the females.

But Tavor catches her hand and swiftly pulls her waist towards him, the fabric cloth obviously for his beading sweat dropping to the floor between their feet. I see Ari go rigid, but Tavor just tilts his head down and breathes into her neck, planting a soft kiss on her bare skin, just above the high neckline of her tight fighting clothes. I blink in surprise and so does Ari. He tugs her round to face him, moving a non-existent strand of stray hair behind her ear before cupping her chin and leaning down to whisper something delicately into her ear as his other hand roams over her waist. My eyebrows shoot upwards before he finally lets her go, no usual Tavor smirk on his face. He plays his part well; I’ll give him that.
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