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“Gluais!” Aranok threw a Thakhati back into the trees. God knew how he had any energy left. She certainly didn’t. Nothing but terror keeping her going.


A thud behind them. One must have dropped from the trees. She heard Mynygogg cry out, more in anger than fear. The familiar sound of metal on stone.


“Is he all right?” she asked, not daring take her eyes off the path. Barely a path, really. Wide enough.


“Aye,” Aranok answered breathlessly. “Keep going!”


The ground was uneven. Roots everywhere. She had to be careful. That was the only reason the Thakhati could keep up. She’d seen at least eight of them. But there must be more.


The light of Traverlyn beckoned ahead. It was safety and home. Salvation.


God, please let us reach it. Let us reach the light.


A scream from behind. Not human.


Fuck.
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A STORY OF A LOST WAR . . .



The old boy scans the busy bar with a mischievous grin and settles back on me with a sparkle in his eyes brighter than the meagre candle lighting our table. He ducks his head as if the dark, low-hanging beams might eavesdrop. A sup of his ale; a conspiratorial glance under bushy eyebrows. When he speaks, his deep voice hums with the excitement of a child bursting to tell a secret.


“Aye, you think you ken the story, don’t ye? We all think we know what happened. But the truth of it? I’ve met people. Heard stories. See if they’re true? Nothing we’ve been told is real. None of it.”


He twitches with anticipation, running a hand over his head, searching the room again for eyes that linger too long, ears that hear too much, hands that reach for weapons, or irons. After a moment, he licks his teeth and, inevitably, the tale spills from him.


“So after a year of fighting off his demons and Dead, Mynygogg was trapped in Dun Eidyn, right? That’s where we start. Aye. So after that’s all done, King Janaeus puts together a new king’s council: Laird Aranok; a soldier by the name of Glorbad; a sailor called Nirea; and Brother Meristan, the head of the White Thorns.”


I nod. I know this. Everyone knows this.


“First thing he does is send them on a secret mission, though. See, apparently, auld Queen Taneitheia of Gaulle was secretly still biding in Barrock Castle and Janaeus reckoned they could help get her back on the throne, and make an ally of Gaulle. Except Meristan hadnae turned up. So it was just the three of them, plus Allandria, Aranok’s bodyguard, and a wee blacksmith Aranok had sort of adopted. Boy called Vastin.


“Now, first they went to Mutton Farm. Killed a demon there. Well, they didn’t. By mad coincidence, Meristan turns up there with a White Thorn—girl called Samily. They’d been on their way to Haven—to Greytoun—but heard about the demon and . . . anyway, they showed up; Samily killed the demon.


“And she turns out, because Glorbad was hurt in the fight, to be”— he leans forward and waves a performative finger at me— “a healer.”


My mouth puckers involuntarily. There’s no such thing as healers.


“Aye, aye, I ken,” he says, waving away my scepticism. “Just wait.


“So they all head off for Barrock—except Aranok’s got other plans. ’Cause y’see, back at Greytoun, Janaeus told him Mournside, where his family’s from, had been breached wi’ the Blackened. And Aranok wanted to go, but Janaeus said no. And Aranok’s intent on going anyway. But Glorbad’s no having it, so there’s a massive argument and it ends up with Aranok and Allandria going off on their own to Mournside.


“Well, they get there and find out Mournside’s fine, right? No Blackened, nothing. But while they’re there, a king’s messenger who’s been reporting stuff that doesnae chime wi’ what Janaeus knows is murdered in the same pub where they’re meeting wi’ Aranok’s pa, just before Aranok can speak to her. Suspicious, right? But they’ve no got time to hang about, so Aranok leaves the town guard to look into it.


“Oh, also, while they’re there, they find out Aranok’s niece is draoidh. That’s important later.”


He pauses to take a long slug from his ale, then wipes the suds from his grey beard. “With me so far?”


I nod, smiling indulgently. He takes the pause to re-evaluate the room—lingers a while on a woman standing by the door, until she turns and stalks out into the dreich night. With a quiet “hmmph” he turns back to me.


“So, next morning, the other lot are heading along the Auld Road, and they run into the Blackened. And they are in deep, deep shite, until Laird Aranok and Allandria show up and bail them out. They make it to an inn—d’you know the White Hart?”


I nod again.


“So with the Auld Road blocked, they reckon the Black Meadows must be clear, right? So they go over the Black Hills and end up at Lepertoun. The place is abandoned. Or so they think.”


Again with the waving hand.


“Because what they miss is a Blackened baby at the river, and both Vastin and Meristan end up Blackened!”


He sits back, eyes wide, waiting for my reaction. I smile and try to give him the mix of surprise and wonder he craves. It seems to be enough.


“But then there’s this woman, see, Morienne, and she’s immune to the Blackening. And she’s got this curse, going back through her family—and because of her, Laird Aranok works out that the Blackening isnae a plague at all . . . it’s a curse!


“So this leads to another fight, ’cause now he wants to go to Traverlyn and work out how to lift the curse but Glorbad’s still all, ‘We’ve got orders fae the king.’ Anyway, they end up going to Traverlyn.


“Oh, but on the way there—I forgot to say before, when they were going to Mutton Hole, they met these demon things that came out of cocoons, like people, but with four arms and stone skin, but sort of with slatted armour? Anyway, they died in sunlight. Thakhati. So they run into a bunch of these on the road into Traverlyn and damn near get killed, but Aranok’s got this stone that’s been storing sunlight and he blasts them with it, so they get away. But Vastin’s hurt. Bad.


“When they get to Traverlyn, Aranok’s old teachers, Conifax and Balaban, they find a spell to lift the curse. It works on Meristan and they’ve got a plan to do the same to Vastin and then have Samily use her healing powers on Vastin to save him, right? But it doesn’t work out like they thought.”


Again he leans in, and his voice falls to barely more than a whisper.


“Because it turns out, she’s no a healer at all, but a time draoidh. And so both her and the boy end up Blackened! They sort her, but they can’t lift the boy’s curse without him dying from his wounds. So they have to leave him at the hospital.


“So they can cure the Blackening, right, but how do they cure everyone? Well, Conifax finds mention of a relic called the heart of devastation in Caer Amon which is supposed to massively boost a draoidh’s powers and they reckon that might be the very thing. But of course”—he spreads his hands wide— “massive argument. Aranok says they have to go to Caer Amon, Glorbad says they finally have to go to Barrock. In the end, they split up. Aranok, Allandria and Samily go to Caer Amon. Glorbad, Nirea and Meristan go to Barrock.


“Oh, another thing. While they’re there, Aranok hires a tutor for his niece—a metamorph draoidh called Rasa. That’s important later too.


“Right, so, they head off in opposite directions. Aranok’s lot stop off at Mournside and find out they’ve caught a boy who says he’s the dead messenger’s husband and that he killed her. But his story doesnae add up, and he ends up cracking his own skull open, supposedly. All a bit off, ken?


“Then they stop off to stay with Anhel Weyr, at Wrychtishousis, right? And this is where it gets proper mad.”


This time, he spends an age looking around the room, carefully examining every drinker, deciding that they’re not a threat and moving on. There’s some genuine fear in his eyes now. Maybe regret that he began this story. But he can’t stop now that he’s started.


“So they stop for dinner at Weyr’s,” he whispers, “and he tries to poison them. Because he’s a demon summoner. And in fighting off him and his demons, it’s them that burn down Wrychtishousis.”


Silence and raised eyebrows. He leaves me to take that in. I give him a considered frown; take a drink of my own. When I say nothing, he continues.


“Meanwhile, the other lot make it to Barrock—except there’s nae-body there. It’s empty. Has been for months. But what there is, is a demon, and it’s waiting for them. Kills Glorbad. Nearly kills Nirea. Meristan and her barely make it out alive and run back to Traverlyn.


“Aranok and the others get to Crostorfyn kirk and from there down to Caer Amon to look for the relic. Some weird shite happens—time’s sort of broken. But there’s no relic. But then back at the kirk, the priest tells them that he’s got the relic. Except when he goes to get it—it’s no there! Been locked in a keepsafe in a crypt for years, and it’s gone! Just like that.”


A wave of the hand tells me more drama is coming.


“That’s when Rasa arrives—the metamorph. And she tells them the news. Glorbad’s dead. And so is Conifax.” A raise of the eyebrows. “He’s been murdered in the university library! So Aranok’s now convinced Mynygogg must have the relic and he’s behind everything, so he goes off on his own to face him in Dun Eidyn.


“And he gets a fair way through Auldun before the Dead are too many for him, and Rasa has to save him. Then Allandria and Samily catch him up and Allandria is proper pissed off at him for running off. Anyway, they send Rasa back to Traverlyn—because she can fly there, as a bird, aye? She goes off to Traverlyn to tell the others what they know, and the other three go on to Dun Eidyn.


“First they kill a massive lizard demon on the Crosscauseway and Samily has to use her time powers, so she ends up knackered, and then there’s a weird magic barrier that prevents Allandria from getting through the gate, so Aranok ends up having to go in alone.


“Now . . .”


He sits back again. We’re getting to the interesting bit. He rubs his hands in anticipation. Takes another long sup of ale. The mug is almost empty.


“Here’s where it gets interesting. Because, see, Mynygogg’s no interested in fighting Aranok. He just wants to talk. And the more they talk, the more Aranok starts to feel sick, right? Like his head’s no right. Like something’s really, properly wrong. And finally, eventually, Mynygogg gets him to hold this charm and say a spell and . . .”


He leans in, grabs my hands and pulls me toward him. I feel the heat of the candle sharp against my lips.


“. . . Aranok remembers.


“Ye see, the truth is that Mynygogg was the king. Janaeus was a memory draoidh who was in a group with Aranok when they were kids—the Hellfire Club—with Anhel Weyr, an illusionist called Korvin who was Aranok’s best mate and his niece’s real dad, and a necromancer called Shayella. The real draoidh war was against Anhel Weyr and Shayella, and Janaeus won it by using the heart of devastation to change the whole country’s memories.”


He empties the dregs of his ale, sits back triumphantly, crosses his arms like a laird and waits. Does he believe it? Or does he just want to believe it? It’s a seductive conspiracy.


“All right,” I say, smiling, “so then what?”


“Well, then they gathered Allandria and Samily, restored their memories too, and set out to take back the country. If you’re interested to hear, there’s plenty more . . .” He waggles the empty mug between us suggestively.


I laugh. “All right. Two more.” As I go to stand, he grasps my arm.


“A wee teaser for ye. There was a messenger, back at the beginning, old boy called Darginn Argyll. Got sent to take an urgent message to Baroness de Lestalric. Thought he was lucky she’d offered him sanctuary for the night.


“Lucky, until he woke up strapped to a board wi’ his legs missing . . .”










CHAPTER 1



Fetid air whipped across the chasm. Only yesterday, Aranok had torn fifteen feet of the majestic, white stone Crosscauseway from its place and remade it as a wall, protecting them from the Dead during their battle with Anhel’s great lizard demon. Then it had been protection. Now it was a barrier.


Once they got to Auldun’s roofs, getting out would be straightforward. But the path to the rooftops was now across a fatal drop to the Nor Loch and through an agitated horde of Dead.


So he was going to try something he’d never done: use his wall spell to make a second bridge, connecting them directly from the north Cross-causeway to the nearest buildings on land, bypassing the Dead completely.


With his mind clear, Aranok was remembering things lost. If he focused completely on the earth, pictured what he wanted, it should run the path they needed. But if he tore too much from the depths of the loch, he’d unsettle the foundations of the Crosscauseway and dump them all in the freezing water.


A hand on his shoulder.


“Aranok, I’ve seen you do a hundred miraculous things. This is just another one.”


Mynygogg was almost unrecognisable. The king had shaved his striking black hair and beard and wore a simple set of black leathers.


In contrast, Samily appeared hewn from marble—the rock upon which Eidyn could rely. Maybe the greatest warrior he’d ever seen, but for the man who’d raised her or the woman beside her.


Allandria. His own rock. It had been awkward since they discovered Janaeus’s trick—convincing them they were lovers. Instinct said she was angry with him. But they had no time for the kind of discussion she might want—might need. Hopefully that storm would blow itself out, given time.


This was their army. The four of them carried the truth that would restore Eidyn.


Having Mynygogg with him again was comforting. He felt his friend’s confidence in him like air, buttressing his belief. Aranok looked down at the water, up to the rooftops, breathed deep and closed his eyes.


“Balla na talamh.”


Focus.


The loch roiled as sodden earth broke the surface. It rose like a beast from the deep, and Aranok was reminded they’d left a demon’s carcass down there just the night before. In moments, the mound reached the edge of the causeway. Now it had to stop going up, and go out.


Another deep breath and he watched as it extended, mud and rock surfacing in a rough line toward the shore. His mind was barely clinging to the magic. At any moment, it felt as though he’d lose his fragile focus and the bridge would collapse back into the water.


The ground shifted beneath Aranok and a shock of pain stabbed as he dropped to a knee. Someone caught his arm. He couldn’t look up, couldn’t look away. The bridge crashed through the sea wall and he was no longer pulling up loch bed, but stone and cobbles of Auldun street. Almost there.


“Aranok!”


He was yanked back as his makeshift barrier against the Dead came crashing back through its old position, taking several feet of the causeway’s edge with it.


He landed against someone, confused.


Unfocused.


Out of control.


Another rumble.


A festering avalanche of Dead poured into the loch as the other side of the Crosscauseway crumbled.


“Fuck! Move!” Allandria pulled Aranok to his feet as their side of the causeway shifted and lurched to the east, away from the new bridge.


“Go! Go!” Aranok gestured urgently to the others. The new bridge was only about eight feet wide, and they slowed as they reached it. The earth was slick with seaweed—move too quickly and they could fall, too slow and the bridge might collapse before they reached safety.


Allandria reached the edge just before him. She slipped, recognising what he already knew, but her balance was sound. Aranok followed, stepping off the Crosscauseway as it finally lurched away.


He was on. With a sigh of relief he turned to see the north half of the Crosscauseway groan and stretch away.


Then, horrifyingly, it slowed, stopped and swung back.


“Run!” Aranok scrambled to keep his feet. What was left of the northern Crosscauseway battered through the earth bridge, sending debris plummeting back to the depths.


Twenty feet ahead Allandria danced along the ridge, each step finding solid ground. Aranok forced himself only to look forward. If he looked back . . . He had to keep running, keep moving, keep—


A sickening lurch as the dirt sank beneath his foot.


Aranok fell.


A second of panic, of terror, was all he had. In moments he would hit the freezing water and, if he survived that, be crushed by falling debris. Instinctively he pulled his hands tight into his sides and tensed his arms.


“Gaoth.”


The burst of air threw him upwards, back toward the makeshift bridge. He could see the others, looking down at him hurtling toward them. It just had to be enough to reach them. He stretched out as their faces came closer and . . . went rushing past.


He’d overshot.


Aranok reached the zenith of his rise, slowed and fell again. They were maybe ten feet below him. But he was going to miss the bridge. Gaoth was a blunt instrument. Another uncontrolled burst could overshoot him so far he’d never make it back. Using it to cushion his landing would blow the others off.


Aranok stretched again, willing his arms to reach the edge, hoping he might catch just enough purchase to . . .


He screamed as his shoulder wrenched out of its socket. Ribs crunched, battering air from his chest, and something in his back popped as he slammed against wet stone.


It took him a moment to realise he was half on the bridge, his legs dangling useless over the edge.


A second pair of hands grasped his free arm and yanked him, agonisingly, the rest of the way on.


“Are you all right?” Allandria asked.


Was he? Half of him screamed in pain, the other was numb. He coughed up a glob of bloody phlegm.


Aranok tried to move, but his back seized, forcing him still.


“No,” he wheezed.


“Where?” Samily’s voice was urgent.


Aranok tried to point with his good arm. An awful, rasping sound and a nauseating sensation in his chest suggested his lung was torn.


“Never mind.” He felt hands on him. “Air ais.” The shoulder clicked back into place, ribs snapped into shape and his back popped in a way that was somehow more painful than the injury. Aranok sucked in a deep breath of damp air.


“Can you move?” the knight asked.


He could. He had to. With a grunt and support from Allandria, Aranok forced himself to his feet. It was another five hundred yards to the edge of the water. The bridge wasn’t perfect. The lurch at the end had cost him, and the wall of earth had carried on too far, carving a great gash into the stone tenements.


“Who caught me?” Aranok moved carefully along the slick surface now that it wasn’t actively collapsing.


“Samily,” Mynygogg shouted. “She’s everything you said.”


“Thank you!” Aranok called to the knight.


Samily did not turn to shout her answer.


“I am sorry I missed you the first time.”
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“Bloody Hell.” Aranok stifled a gag as a dank fug of horse effluent seeped from the White Hart’s doorway.


“Good country air.” Mynygogg grinned. He thought he was funny. He wasn’t funny.


Aranok pushed a small solas ball into the dark. Whinnies told him the horses were alive.


“Hey!” Mynygogg slapped his shoulder. He was being bloody annoying about Aranok using magic “unnecessarily.”


“What? It’s a tiny spell—hardly any energy. We need to see.”


“People always need to see.” The king strode into the tavern. “They invented candles. Stop wasting energy.”


“I already have a mother.” Aranok followed him in.


“She’d be on my side,” he answered without turning.


“He’s right. She would,” Allandria agreed. “You need to stop relying on it for everything.”


Now there were two of them. Though it felt as if there was more in her words than the face of them.


After a short search, Samily sparked life into a candle behind the bar. Another few were enough to give them a view of the whole room, and Aranok dropped the solas spell. All three horses were there, disgruntled, but alive.


The hay Aranok had brought in for Bear had been sorely depleted, but not exhausted. Several large empty bowls told him the women had left more water out.


So despite their own fatigue after travelling across Auldun’s rooftops, and the five miles to the inn, they had three well-rested horses. Good. They needed to keep going.


Mynygogg took a seat, pulled out rations and gestured for the rest to join him. Aranok itched to keep moving, but he was not in charge— not in the way he was used to. Nobody there would take his word as an order if it contradicted the king. Hell, nobody there would take his word as an order if they disagreed with him.


Maybe a quick rest and some food was wise. They had a long way to go.


Allandria took a share of the bread and cheese, and leaned on the bar, just across from Mynygogg’s table. She was being evasive, and he could do without it. It was well into the night and for all Mynygogg’s coddling was annoying, he wasn’t entirely wrong. Aranok had used a lot of energy creating that bridge, and worse, Samily had used her time skill twice—once to catch him and once to heal him. Add fighting their way through the Dead at Auldun’s gates and they’d already burned too much.


But nothing was ever ideal. If they didn’t stop Rasa from going to Janaeus, they’d lose before they began. Besides which, she’d saved his life just, what, yesterday? A great bear dropping from the sky. How could he do less than anything to save her?


“Three horses, four riders,” said Allandria. “Bear will take two.”


“Bear’s the big one?” Mynygogg spoke through a mouthful of cheese.


“Aye.” She pointed to the others. “That’s Dancer and Midnight.”


Samily walked to the big horse and stroked his huge face. Bear snuffled amiably and nudged her hand. Aranok doubted he’d get the same reaction, considering how hard he’d ridden the great beast. It was good Bear had had the chance to recover. He was going to work hard again tonight.


Seventy miles, minimal sleep. They could arrive late tomorrow night, at a push. Hopefully.


“Huh,” said Samily. “Bear. I have just realised. That is why it felt familiar.”


Of course. One of Meristan’s nicknames was “the Great Bear.” While she didn’t remember that, the name Bear must have sparked a reaction. Fascinating how memory was entangled with emotion.


“Right.” Mynygogg stood, packing away the remaining rations. “Let’s get moving, then. Samily and I will take the smaller two. Aranok, you ride with Allandria. We could do with your hands free without us having to slow down.”


Allandria’s eyes flickered. She didn’t like it. But she wasn’t going to argue with the king.


“Of course, sire. Makes sense.” She didn’t even look at him as she brushed past to the horses.


Oh good. This won’t be awkward at all.
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It was painfully awkward.


Allandria tried to focus on the horse. The ride. The rhythm of the hoofbeats.


But what she felt were Aranok’s hands on her waist and his chest against her back. It was familiar and nice and awful and wrong.


There was no conversation. No banter. No playful nudges. Just nothing. A door had closed that neither of them knew how to open. The awful truth was she’d been happy. It had been good. Right. All of it. Despite hating that little prick Janaeus for lying to them, she missed it.


But was it real? Did she like it because she remembered liking it, or because she actually did? She couldn’t trust her own mind.


Had she had feelings for Aranok before? It was all a muddle. Maybe? Maybe she’d been attracted to him. Maybe she just remembered being attracted to him.


There had been moments, she thought, where it seemed like something might happen. Like there was a spark between them that was . . . more.


Her memories of the war—the real war—were returned. Instead of fighting Reivers, she remembered the waves of Dead. Running from the Blackened. The Thakhati—the bastard Thakhati and that cocoon. And the demons. Mostly smaller ones. The big ones were usually taken by the Thorns, with help from what draoidhs they could muster. So many chose to stay neutral, stay out of the fight. And who could really blame them in a country where they were despised?


The skilled masters had stayed at the university to protect their students—and the skilled students were children. Allandria had come across three draoidhs other than Aranok that she remembered. What was the physic’s name? Gast? Gost? Gart? Poor bastard had been torn in half by a demon north of Gardille. Held it for a long time, protecting a farm. Allandria and Aranok had arrived with a battalion of soldiers too late to save him. Just in time to hear his spine crack and rip as his strength finally gave out against that huge, red, four-armed thing. They’d forced it back. Aranok threw everything he had at it. He’d seemed to find energy from nowhere. From rage. The soldiers too—flaming arrows had stuck like pins from the thing’s hide, and they’d done their best to hurt it up close, but reaching it was challenging, past all those damned arms. There had been Reivers too. Men and women she’d thought her enemies until yesterday. Hells, she’d hated them; thought them the worst traitors imaginable. But they’d died just like Eidyn’s soldiers, protecting strangers from nightmares.


It was Thorns who saved them. A pair of them. To this day she didn’t know their names. They were gone almost as quickly as they arrived. Green blades cut through the demon’s skin in a way no other weapon did. They worked together so perfectly, their movements coordinated, fluid, like water—two bodies acting with one mind.


They took the backs of its knees, bringing it down. One attacked head-on, taking the demon’s attention, while the other came around behind and, somehow, leapt high enough to reach the base of its skull, where they buried the blade that ended the fight.


When it was over, the knights didn’t even remove their helms. Allandria couldn’t have told if they were men or women, never mind what they looked like. They slit the thing open, reminded them to burn it, and were mounted and gone again, as if they’d just returned a lost sheep.


They lit the remains next to a pyre for the draoidh (Gort?) and the four soldiers they’d lost. Burning was the best they could do for their fallen. So many were left to carrion and rot—no chance to return and offer them dignity. Precious little dignity in war.


They’d limped back to Gardille to recover, and Allandria remembered that night, lying on a bedroll beside his, looking into his sad, exhausted eyes, she’d felt something. Something more. It had come and gone, but it was there, and it had shifted the world beneath her. In the middle of all the slaughter and death and exhaustion, she’d felt something real. But was it? Was it just a moment of shared emotional extremes between two souls who’d been through a new Hell together every day for months? Of hope for an end? For tomorrow? Was any of it real?


God damn it!


Whatever the truth of it, they’d spent weeks as lovers. They couldn’t put that arrow back in the quiver.


They were going to have to talk about it. Eventually. Not yet. Not until she figured out what was real and what that fucker had put in her head. Not until she could work out what she actually wanted from the conversation. From him.


Aranok’s hands lifted off her waist and she sat upright.


“Gluais.” To her right, a Blackened boy, no more than eight, disappeared back into the darkness. He was the third they’d seen.


Aranok sighed heavily as he replaced his hands. Gooseflesh raised on her neck, the tingle running down her spine. He’d be thinking about how he could have saved the boy, and whether he should have. And then how the time they spent doing that might make them miss Rasa and cost them everything. And how the boy might not survive without a medic anyway. And how he should have found a way to do both.


He was a good man. And an idiot.


Mynygogg slowed ahead and raised an arm. Samily slowed Dancer to match Midnight’s pace, allowing them to ride alongside.


“What?” Aranok asked sharply.


Mynygogg pointed ahead. Just visible from the solas orb was the edge of what looked like a clearing.


“We should stop here. Camp for a few hours and the sun’ll be up. Then we have less to worry about in daylight, right?”


“All right.” Aranok didn’t argue. He must have been exhausted.


A few hours’ rest here would be good for everyone, including the horses. They’d made good ground, but they weren’t even halfway, and it had been a long night. Thank God they’d had no sign of Thakhati. The monsters had probably been on the road into Traverlyn to keep them away from the university. So it was more likely they’d come across them when they got closer. Sometime tomorrow night—or tonight, as it would be. Or tomorrow morning? God, she’d lost all notion of time.


Sleep now.










CHAPTER 2



Just show us the evidence.”


Nirea winced, not so much at Master Opiassa’s booming exhortation as the fact that there was no particularly good response.


It had seemed like such a simple idea.


Tell the masters they had evidence that implicated Conifax’s murderer and would make an arrest once the envoy returned. Then wait and see who came looking for the evidence. But sitting there in her wheeled chair watching Meristan explain to the hastily convened masters’ council why he didn’t just present the evidence was almost as painful as her aching wounds.


The high-roofed chamber was square on three sides and semicircular on the fourth. A stage rose at the square end, where speakers presented themselves in front of the raked rows of seats opposite. Each row held thirteen places, with the senior masters at the front and two rows of junior masters behind. The senior masters’ chairs were high-backed, intricately carved wooden affairs, the juniors’ plain and functional. Up the side walls, previous masters’ names were chiselled into stone.


The thing Nirea could barely look away from, though, was the black velvet sheet draped ceremoniously over a front-row chair. A soft, empty shroud begging justice for its absent master.


Conifax would be sitting there now had he not gone looking in the caibineat puinnsean.


There was a second vacant chair in the back row. Calavas’s, she assumed. If there was a splinter of guilt over Conifax’s death, Calavas’s was an open wound. Nirea approaching the record keeper, accusing him, likely instigated his death. He might yet prove to have been involved in Conifax’s murder, though. She hoped he was. It would be better if he was.


“I am the university’s head of security. I have jurisdiction here. I do not require the presence of the envoy.” Opiassa stood, jabbing an indignant finger. Only distance prevented her from looming over Meristan, a fair beast himself. The master had used her physic ability to enhance her size. Nirea wondered whether it was deliberate, or if, perhaps, it had happened unconsciously as the draoidh grew into her anger.


“I understand, Master Opiassa, of course. And nobody is questioning your authority. Far from it.” Meristan’s voice was even, but she could hear uncertainty beneath it. “I am sorry to have to ask you to trust me—and Lady Nirea.” The monk swept an arm toward her. They reckoned it would be hard for the council to refuse the head of the Order of the White Thorns, but with the addition of the wounded king’s councillor in a wheeled chair, flanked by her personal “medic,” Morienne . . .


Nirea tried to look pathetic. It was not a role to which she was suited, and she did not enjoy it.


Opiassa raised an eyebrow, sighed expressively toward Principal Keft and threw herself back into her seat.


Keft had a shock of pure white hair countered by a full red beard, which made him very difficult to age. He could have been anywhere between forty and sixty, to Nirea’s mind. His energy draoidh skill was apparently one of the most powerful. Nirea wondered what had kept him from the war, if that was the case.


The principal shifted in his seat as if Opiassa’s disquiet were a thorn in his rear. “Brother Meristan, you must understand our reticence. If there is a reason for withholding the evidence from us and, further, allowing a suspected murderer of two masters to remain amongst us, it is both reasonable and imperative that we should understand what it is.”


“Of course, Principal, I understand your position.” Meristan remained smooth but strained. “I would have similar questions in your place. However, the very act of giving reason for the delay would reveal more than is prudent, and thus, I regret we must insist on awaiting the return of the envoy. In the absence of the king, only Laird Aranok is in a position to deal with the . . . complications which arise.”


The monk was blundering in the dark, spewing words without saying anything. They needed the killer to believe they knew something. They had to tease everything and reveal nothing. The murderer might know they had the book. That was the real bait. This was theatre.


She scanned the row of senior masters. One of them could be the killer. One probably was. They had access to the caibineat puinnsean, and some of them had the skills to take Conifax—particularly if he didn’t see them coming. And trusted them.


Master Opiassa seemed keen to find the murderer, but wouldn’t investigating the crime be an excellent way to avoid being caught?


Their other early suspect, Master Macwin, gave very little away. He was a round, pleasant-looking man. She didn’t recall him speaking at all. But their reasons for suspecting him and Opiassa were moot. The murder wasn’t personal. Conifax did not die for a vendetta—he’d died to keep him away from the book.


They still hadn’t fathomed its purpose. Why rewrite history with Mynygogg in Janaeus’s place? Whatever the draoidh’s allies had planned, it was worth killing for. And maybe that was good. Maybe it was fragile and could be shattered in the light of truth.


Only the senior masters were permitted to speak unbidden, so when none of them did, there was a long, oppressive silence. A few juniors had raised hands and been recognised by the principal. This seemed to be the purpose of the huge decorative mirror on the wall behind them—allowing Keft to see without turning in his seat.


Master Balaban sat to the right of the principal. The owlish man had also been quiet, but he flashed Nirea a tired, sympathetic smile in the awkward quiet.


A hand raised in the second row.


“Master Rotan.” Keft waved a permissive hand.


A familiar young red-haired man stood. Nirea couldn’t place him.


“Brother Meristan, Lady Nirea.” He made the barest of bows to each as he spoke their names. “While of course we recognise and accept your authority, you must also see the position in which you place us. Two of our colleagues have been murdered.” He gestured to the empty seat behind him, and Nirea suddenly recognised him. The young master who’d come looking for Calavas. For tea? A friend, anyway. The sting of guilt bit again. “You are asking us not only to accept that you know who the murderer is, but also to accept that we are unable to arrest them immediately. How are we to know they will not kill again? Or that they will not escape while we delay? Indeed, with this very announcement, you are surely giving them every motivation to do so, are you not? Would it not be more prudent to at least give Master Opiassa the name of the suspect so that they can be detained until Laird Aranok’s return?”


Damn.


Those were all good points. Rotan sat with a final, more respectful bow to the principal.


“These are valid questions, Brother Meristan,” said Keft. “Are we not in danger, even now, of losing the killer, or worse, another colleague?”


Nirea hoped the monk had a good answer. Her dulled brain had nothing.


“Thank you for your question, Master Rotan. Indeed, it is valid and I understand your concern. The answer is this: We are confident the suspect has accomplished their aim. We believe they have motive to remain in the university and that they have no reason to suspect they are discovered. They have neither reason to kill nor flee unless word of our discovery leaves this chamber. This is why, Principal, we must ask that you make an order of silence upon the masters. Only those within this room can be trusted with this information. I can, if I must, tell you that it is a matter of import to the entire country.”


Oh, very good.


Should a monk be such a good liar?


Not only had Meristan shut down the questions, he’d led the killer to believe they did not suspect a master, while also suggesting again that they knew more than they did. If anything, now the killer was going to want to find out what they did know, safe in the knowledge they were not suspect. It was a deft playing of a poor hand.


Keft raised an eyebrow, captain of the unquiet sea at his back. It occurred to Nirea this must be a crippling experience for students. Mostly she found herself irritated. She did not enjoy being questioned to this extent. The pirate in her burned to tell them all to fuck themselves and do as they were told.


Best Meristan was handling it.


“Fine.” Keft sighed. “If this is how it must be, it must be. But I remind you, Brother, that the university holds independent status. When this is resolved—sooner rather than later—I trust the explanation will be satisfactory to justify your actions.”


There was a clear threat implied in the principal’s tone. Nirea wondered what power he perceived he had over the head of the Order or the king’s council. Perhaps he was asserting his authority for the benefit of his staff. It was an empty threat, but she had never been one to be concerned by words. Nirea acted when a sword was drawn against her, not when it rattled in its sheath.


Keft stood, stepped toward them and turned to face the masters.


“I instruct you all to remain silent on this matter. It is not to be discussed outwith this room. Anyone breaking this silence will have their tenure revoked and will be ejected from the university without trial or appeal. Is that understood?”


There was a general nodding of heads and a few surly faces. A woman with short dark hair in the back row seemed to scowl at Nirea as if it was her fault. Another friend of Calavas’s, perhaps?


Fine. She’d lived with plenty of animosity. This was small coin.


“In that case, thank you all for coming together so late in the evening. This extraordinary meeting is adjourned,” said Keft.


The silence erupted into chatter as every person in the room turned to their neighbour. Keft approached them, his face stern. “Brother. Lady.” He gave the same curt bows Rotan had performed, turned and left.


“That could have gone worse,” Morienne said quietly.


“It could have gone better.” Meristan rubbed his hands absentmindedly.


“Fine.” Nirea winced as the pain pierced her opium cloud when she spoke. “Done wha’ nee’ed.”


“Well, that was interesting.” Balaban had quietly sidled up beside them. Nirea smiled, such as she could.


“Master.” Morienne smiled warmly. Balaban had provided her with the totem that kept her curse in check—allowing her to be in close human contact for the first time in her life. Of course she viewed him fondly.


Actually, this was opportune.


“Bahbah,” Nirea said slowly, “who ’at?” She pointed as subtly as she could.


He looked up and leaned in conspiratorially. “Master Rotan, you mean? Who spoke earlier?”


“No. Ness. Womah.”


“Ah, that is Master Dialla. Why do you ask?”


“Sees annoy.” Nirea frowned, and winced again. Damn it.


“Ah, no, you see, Masters Dialla and Rotan were close to Conifax. He was a mentor to them. She will feel his loss greatly.”


“Hmph,” Nirea grunted. That only made her more suspicious.


“I wanted to ask, may I see you back to your accommodation?” Balaban sounded as if he were proposing a pleasant evening stroll.


“That won’t be necessary, Master,” Meristan interjected. “Morienne and I will see Nirea safely back to the hospital.”


Balaban gave an enigmatic smile. “Oh, I have no doubt,” he said, and lowered his voice, “but I’d welcome an opportunity to discuss your trap.”


Fuck.
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The wheels of Nirea’s chair rattled over the Traverlyn cobblestones. It would have been less jarring to walk, but after her farrago with Calavas, Egretta had insisted she was only to leave the building if she remained seated. Morienne was under orders to keep her there by force if necessary.


Despite the hour, the light was as good as late afternoon. The glow from the bulbous onion dome atop Traverlyn’s kirk illuminated the path, making the torches that would normally have lit it redundant. Conifax had arranged the “sunspire” after Aranok had used the same magic to kill the Thakhati on the road. The plan was to keep Traverlyn safe by having the highest point in town absorb sun all day and slowly release it through the night. Of course, there were streets lost to the shadows, but enough were lit to make the town as safe as it could be under the circumstances. Creatures averse to light would not be attracted here.


Conifax had only survived to work the spell himself for a few days.


Nirea pointed toward the spire and looked up at Balaban. “Who now?”


“Ah,” he said, somewhat mournfully. “We have had to recruit one of our students. A fine young lady named Girette.”


“A student?” Meristan asked. “How old?”


“Fourteen,” Balaban answered. “She is being supported by staff. Principal Keft visits her regularly.”


The energy draoidh. That made sense. Aranok had said the spell drained him while it charged. Hell, a child, younger even than Vastin, responsible for protecting the town from the Thakhati. And they could only hope the Blackened didn’t wander up this way. One or two they could handle, but if a horde came, they’d have to make some difficult choices.


She wondered whether the town elders now regretted the historic decision against walling Traverlyn in. As a place of learning, art and culture, it was traditionally open to all and generally respected for that. Even Reivers tended to leave it alone. But there were buildings around the edges under repair. The war had not spared them completely.


Nirea thought she felt a tiny splash on her cheek, held out her hand and confirmed it was beginning to spit with rain. They hastened their walk back to the hospital, but the heavens fully opened just as they turned the final corner off Kirk Wynd. By the time they got inside they were soaked.


Nirea left the chair and walked back to her room with Morienne’s assistance. A medical student they passed in the hall was sent scurrying for towels. As soon as they reached their room and the door was closed, Nirea turned to Balaban.


“How you know?”


Balaban smiled benevolently. “There is nothing sinister to reveal. It was simply . . . obvious.”


“Ohvus?” Nirea was appalled. She’d thought it at least a competent plan.


“My dear, you have just addressed the sharpest minds in Eidyn. For all Brother Meristan’s fine words—and they were fine—the only logical explanation for your actions is that you intend to flush out the murderer.”


Damn it.


She thought she’d been clever, but her great secret plan was as transparent as water.


“Well, I . . .” Meristan started, but Nirea put up a hand to stop him. Morienne burst into laughter. What the fuck was funny?


“I’m sorry, it’s just . . . we were so worried about anyone finding out what we were really doing and . . . Well, it’s funny, isn’t it?” Morienne’s open hands asked for Balaban’s agreement.


“That is not to say everyone will have worked out your plan,” said the master, in a tone Nirea found uncomfortably patronising. “I certainly have not said anything to anyone, and nor did anyone else say such to me. Perhaps I simply have a suspicious mind.”


Meristan sighed deeply and sat on his own bed. “No. If you worked it out, we have to assume others did.”


He was right. They hadn’t thought it through enough. They should have had a more plausible reason for waiting—for not arresting the suspect. Damn her for being in such a rush. Her shoulder stabbed with pain as she realised her taut knuckles were white.


She must have winced, because Meristan stood abruptly. “Are you all right?”


She waved him off with her good hand.


“Does it matter, though? I mean, in the end—does it matter?” Morienne asked.


“Wha?” What the Hell was she talking about? Of course it mattered.


“Well, I mean, either the killer knows it’s a trap, and they stay away, so we’re no worse off, or they don’t know and come looking for it— which we want. Right? And we still have the book, which they didn’t want Conifax to have, so we must be onto something . . .”


“Book?” Balaban perked up. “The evidence is a book?”


Nirea’s mouth was open before her brain stopped her voice. She glanced to Meristan, whose raised eyebrows reflected her question back at her.


Could they absolutely trust Balaban?


The master cocked his head and made the decision for her. “Ah, of course. If you suspect the killer is a master, which makes sense, you must also suspect me.”


“Uh, well . . .” Meristan fumbled.


“No, no, I understand.” Balaban raised a hand. “You need not tell me anything. In fact, perhaps the less I know, the better, on reflection. My intent was merely to let you know that I suspected your real plan, and I have served that purpose. Proceed with caution, my friends. And good luck.”


Nirea felt even worse. The man was handling being suspected of murder, without any grounds, with utter class.


Wait.


If the killer was in the meeting, and saw them all leave together. . .


“Bahbah. Noh safe.”


“Pardon?” the master asked.


“You. Noh safe.” She turned to Meristan and stabbed a finger at the old man. “Noh. Safe.”


She watched her meaning dawn on the monk.


“Ah, Master Balaban, you were seen leaving with us—perhaps even watched escorting us back here. If the killer suspects we have laid them a trap, instead of coming for us, they may think it prudent to come for you. Two masters are already dead—I fear they would have no hesitation in making it three.”


Colour drained from Morienne’s face. “I’ll escort you home, Master.”


“No.” Nirea shook her head. They needed her here. She was their element of surprise. She was the reason the trap could work.


Damn it all!


Nirea pulled the book out from under her mattress and slapped it on the bed. Balaban touched the cover lightly, as if it may burn.


“This is the book?”


Nirea nodded. If her judgement was wrong, she might be about to get them all killed. But if not—and hellfire, she hoped not—she might be preventing another murder.


“A history book? I don’t understand.”


Meristan explained what Conifax had told Egretta, how they’d come to suspect a master, and all of the odd fiction of the book itself, including its missing counterpart. The master stood quietly throughout the story, arms crossed with one hand over his mouth.


When it ended, Balaban sat on the end of the bed and lifted the book. “No. It doesn’t make sense.”


“We know,” Meristan answered. “It’s confusing.”


“Oh, I’m sorry, I mean the book. Specifically, the book doesn’t make sense.”


“In what way?” the monk asked.


“What possible reason is there for writing it now? If there is some plan to have a time draoidh go back and change history—and I have no idea if that is possible—then this book will be written when that happens in a—what would we call it—an alternate time? Thus, writing this book now serves no purpose.


“If this book represents an original time which has already been changed, again, why would this book exist?”


Balaban looked around the room. None of them had answers, and their blank expressions made that clear. He closed the book and placed it on his lap.


“Let us say that someone wished to change history, but was unable to do so. How else could one effectively do such a thing?”


“By making everyone believe a different history,” said Meristan.


“Exactly,” said Balaban. “Now, how would one do that? The propagation of such a lie would require a huge amount of power and influence. To simply decree it to be true and rewrite history books would take generations for the people who remember the truth to die out. Of course, dictators have achieved this through brutality, but there are always those who keep the truth alive. However, with the right kind of magic, and a way to amplify that power . . .”


“Master, are you saying Mynygogg has the ability to control people’s minds? That he may use that ability to make us all believe this fiction to be true?” Meristan gestured dismissively at the book.


“Wha?” Nirea’s head swam with a familiar dizziness.


Damn it! Not now!


“What I am suggesting is this—Mynygogg is the first draoidh we have ever known to have more than one skill. If he has two, it is not beyond imagining he may have more. There are many theorised draoidh skills that we have only heard about in oral tradition. If mind control were one of them, and if Mynygogg were in a position to exercise that power over the entire country—say, using the relic that the envoy has gone in search of—it would then make sense for this book to be written in preparation for that spell being cast.


“When it is, this book is placed on the library shelf, taking the place of the original book, which, I would guess, has already been destroyed, if Mynygogg’s agent has any sense.”


Nirea gently pressed her hands to her temples.


“Dear lord,” said Meristan, “that’s . . . that’s inhuman. It’s incredible!”


“Incredible as it may seem, it fits the facts as we have them, does it not?” Balaban asked.


There was a long silence. Nirea’s head was reeling—her eyes refusing to focus. The wall opposite danced to and fro.


“Nirea?” Morienne put a hand on her arm.


“I fie, juss . . .” But she was slurring like a tavern drunk.


“Morienne, would you fetch a medic, please?” Meristan asked. The woman’s footsteps disappeared down the corridor.


Why was she feeling like this again? She hadn’t overdone anything.


“I will get out of your way,” said Balaban. “I feel, perhaps, some research into theorised skills may be to our advantage now.”


“No!” Nirea garbled. “No. Danjuss.”


Balaban stood. “I shall take a few students with me, Lady Nirea. Skilled students. I will be in safe hands. I will tell them they are earning extra credit. Worry not. I assure you that I am on your side, for what comfort that gives you. I will take every precaution.”


She tried to reach for him, but the room spun, and she felt Meristan’s hand under her neck, guiding her back to her pillow.


Damn this bloody infirmity!


Balaban pulled the door behind him.


Nirea closed her eyes. Something wet on her forehead. A cloth. She focused on the sharp cold and the world began to harden again.


“Just relax,” said Meristan. “Help is coming.”


It needed to. If the murderer showed up right then, they were in trouble.


By the time Morienne returned with the medic, Nirea was just lightheaded and mildly nauseated.


“Can you sit up?” he asked. Nirea thought she recognised him, but she’d seen a number of medics in the days she’d been here. This one stuck out, though. Maybe the man who’d helped with Vastin?


“I’ll need to check your wound, Lady,” he said. “And we should change your dressing.”


“Ah, I will, uh, step out,” said Meristan. She’d have insisted on him staying, except that Morienne was back. The sooner they sorted this out, the sooner they could get back to the plan. Well, that’s if the plan was worth the name anymore.


The medic got her out of her shirt and unwrapped the dressing on her shoulder. He gently poked and prodded around it, frowning as if it refused to answer a simple question.


Finally, he shrugged. “It’s fine. No tearing, no sign of infection. In fact, it’s looking as well as I would expect.”


“Theh wy?” Nirea waved at her head.


“I’m sorry?” the medic answered, unwinding a clean dressing.


“Why did she feel strange?” Morienne translated.


“I honestly can’t say. Have you eaten? Drunk plenty of water?”


She’d had soup, as usual, for dinner. And she’d drunk plenty. She nodded.


“Then perhaps it’s simply fatigue. Your body has been through a great trauma. From what Egretta has told me, you haven’t been kind to it.” He smiled gently, in the way one does at a child who insists they are not tired despite their half-closed eyes. Her shoulder complained as she lifted her arm, allowing him to replace the bandage.


Once she was settled again, the medic placed a glass of opium on her table.


“Drink this and get a solid night’s sleep. From now on, you stay in that bed. No more excitement until you’re healed. All right?” His smile was gentle and genuine.


Nirea shrugged.


Unfortunately, that was not up to her.
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The night passed uneventfully, which felt like both a blessing and a curse. Nirea had needed the rest, and Meristan had eventually convinced her to take the opium, while he and Morienne took shifts on guard. The fact that nobody came looking for the book reinforced Nirea’s belief that her plan had been as obvious as Balaban thought.


She was finishing her porridge when a knock at the door set all three alert. Meristan lifted his axe and stepped behind the door.


Morienne carefully opened it with one hand, a dagger in the other. “Oh, hello!”


Nirea relaxed as Morienne stepped aside to reveal Rasa. But the metamorph’s face was darkly serious. She looked exhausted, and she flinched when Meristan stepped out from his hiding place.


“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” The monk placed a huge hand on her shoulder.


“It’s all right, I just . . . I have a lot to tell you.” The metamorph all but stumbled to a chair and slumped into it.


“Did you find the envoy?” Meristan asked eagerly. “Is he on his way back?”


“Yes, and no . . . That’s what I need to tell you.”


Rasa relayed a story Nirea would have assumed was the ramblings of a diseased mind a week before. She’d lived through some madness in her time, seen some things she’d never told the story of for fear of sounding insane, but this put it all to shame. Anhel Weyr working for Mynygogg; Caer Amon engulfed in some sort of broken time “bubble”; and Aranok, Samily and Allandria going to face Mynygogg alone.


Idiots.


“No, no, it cannot be!” Meristan stood and paced the room. “I know Anhel Weyr! He’s a good and righteous man. The man they encountered cannot have been Weyr.”


His voice was on the verge of angry. Rasa visibly shrank from him. Morienne poured her a glass of water.


“Mehsan, cahm.” He snapped his head toward her and she waved him back to his bed. He sat, but picked at his fingernails. He must be terrified, knowing Samily was going to face Mynygogg.


“Maes sess. Bahbah. Plahn,” Nirea said, hoping he’d see just how well it all fit without her having to lay it out. Her cheek was already beginning to ache again.


“I’m sorry, what?” Rasa asked.


“S’grace, you’re right.” Meristan glanced at the door. “Morienne, would you?”


She pulled the door closed.


“Rasa,” the monk said, “it’s a long story, but we have evidence that Mynygogg is preparing some sort of spell to change history as we know it. To put himself in Janaeus’s place. If he has the heart of devastation, as the envoy suspects, then we are potentially in great danger.”


Nirea looked back at the metamorph to see tears rolling down her face. She sat forward and grunted when the pain reminded her to be still. Instead, Morienne knelt before her. “What’s wrong?” she asked, taking the other woman’s hands in her own.


“I’m sorry,” said Rasa. “It’s . . . I promised Laird Aranok I’d get this information to the king, and now it seems even more important and . . . I’m sorry, I’m just so tired.” She slumped forward and sobbed. Morienne rose into a crouch to meet her and took her head onto her shoulder.


“It’s all right, it’s all right,” she said softly.


“Oh, child.” Meristan rose and put a hand on her shoulder. “You have been heroic, truly heroic. But for all your miraculous abilities, you are still human. You need rest. Something I have to keep telling people these days.”


He looked pointedly at Nirea. She did her best to smile back at him.


Aranok was right, the king needed to know what was happening. But she was in no fit state to travel. And they still had a killer to catch.


All right. Someone needed to get to the king. Someone he would trust. Rasa turning up alone would be useless. Janaeus had no idea who she was and no reason to believe her. They needed a full assault on Dun Eidyn as soon as possible. If Aranok failed and they’d lost three of their greatest assets, they were going to need numbers. Every soldier they could get—every draoidh too. Which meant the university.


They had to assume the worst. Assume Aranok, Allandria and Samily were lost. And they still had a spy in the ranks here.


Damn it all to Hell!


Right. First priority, get to Janaeus. Meristan would have to go. Janaeus would listen to him. But he’d need a guard. Morienne was needed here to keep Vastin alive, which left Rasa. She was perfect— except she was exhausted. They could have asked Principal Keft for help, if only they knew he wasn’t the very person they were hunting. No reason the principal was immune from suspicion. Far from it.


Well, that was their limitation. Rasa needed to rest. One day. One day for her to recover, and maybe time for Balaban to find something that could help explain what Mynygogg was planning—some evidence of the kind of magic he might be preparing to use. Maybe a way to fight it. Tomorrow, then. Meristan and Rasa couldn’t take the Auld Road, because of the Blackened and Thakhati. So they would go north, skirt Crow Hill and stay in Lochen overnight, then take the Easter Road for the ferry to cross the Nor Loch. From the other side it was a day’s ride to Haven. That was the quickest route. Still three days, but it was the best they were going to manage. They had to hope that whatever had prevented Mynygogg from performing his magic until now would stay his hand a little longer.


Right. Now how the Hell was she going to communicate all of that?


“Mehsan?” The monk turned toward her and she spoke as clearly as possible. “Get paper.”










CHAPTER 3



Ride.


Ride.


Ride.


Breathe.


Allandria daren’t glance back. She kept her chin up so Aranok’s sun-stone hanging round her neck would light the way without blinding her. Twisted shapes darted into shadow before her. Screeches of anger from the dark. Bear was doing all he could, but the horse’s legs must be exhausted.


“Gluais!” Aranok threw a Thakhati back into the trees. God knew how he had any energy left. She certainly didn’t. Nothing but terror keeping her going.


A thud behind them. One must have dropped from the trees. She heard Mynygogg cry out, more in anger than fear. The familiar sound of metal on stone.


“Is he all right?” she asked, not daring take her eyes off the path. Barely a path, really. Wide enough.


“Aye,” Aranok answered breathlessly. “Keep going!”


The ground was uneven. Roots everywhere. She had to be careful. That was the only reason the Thakhati could keep up. She’d seen at least eight of them. But there must be more.


The light of Traverlyn beckoned ahead. It was safety and home. Salvation.


God, please let us reach it. Let us reach the light.


A scream from behind. Not human.


Fuck.


“Do we stop?” she asked.


She began to ease up on the reins, just in case.


“No,” Aranok growled. “Keep going!”


Allandria could barely catch her breath. Kept her head up. Forward, only forward.


A screech from her left. A Thakhati shrank back from the light. Out of the trees, and the first buildings of Traverlyn were visible. And the light.


The light of a giant sunstone.


Only another two hundred yards. They were going to make it.


The familiar sound of an arrow whipped over her head. She ducked. Another whipped past. She noticed the light this time. Flaming arrows?


“Truce!” she called as loud as she could manage. “Allies!”


“They’re not firing at us,” said Aranok.


Of course. They were firing on the Thakhati. Might not help, but it wouldn’t hurt.


Several more whipped overhead, and she pushed Bear forward the last few strides.


A deafening crack, a lurch and Allandria was flying.


She tucked her shoulder and rolled into the landing, but not quickly enough. Pain sheared through her shoulder as it crunched on impact and she tumbled out of control, landing face down in the mud.


A moment of stillness, as her squealing ears denied the chaos and joints throbbed in a union of complaint.


Every inch of her wanted to lie there, to just stop and rest. The pain, the exhaustion . . . but then, the skittering, clacking sound of the Thakhati and—Hells—she was lying on the sunstone!


With a grunt, Allandria pushed up, only to throw herself back down as a Thakhati lunged at her. She rolled back the way it had come, drawing her sword as she rose to her feet. The monster came back at her again and she parried its two-armed swipe. A quick glance to see what was happening with the others, but it was difficult to see because . . .


It was dark. The only light came from the dotted arrows of flame. Another lunge and Allandria deflected the blow, but she could only defend. She needed some space to figure out why the light had gone out.


But again it came, crouched and then, rising onto two legs, launching up at her from below. Again she parried and rolled away, but this time, the thing anticipated her dodge and followed. She wasn’t going to have time to . . .


A crunch of hooves as Midnight rode roughshod over the Thakhati, Mynygogg bellowing a war cry. A tangle of limbs then, as king, horse and demon fell together.


That was the moment she needed.


Allandria grasped the sunstone and pulled it out before her. Its cage was filled with mud, drowning the stone’s light.


Fuck!


To her left, the Thakhati was moving again, climbing over the fallen Midnight, gouging chunks from the animal’s hide as it crawled toward Mynygogg—trapped beneath the stricken horse. He’d be dead in moments.


Allandria surged across the sodden grass and did probably the one thing the Thakahti would never have expected—leapt on it. A solid grasp between its upper and lower arms was enough to roll it off the horse and away from the king.


They landed together only yards away, but Allandria had put herself between the hunter and its prey.


Behind her, she could hear the sounds of struggle. Aranok and Samily would have to take care of themselves.


She needed the light.


The Thakhati shrieked that awful, grating squeal and came at her again. Swiping first left and then right. With some distance, with more light, she could take this thing out with her bow. But at such close quarters, she struggled to do more than avoid its flailing attacks.


But she had the answer. She just had to free it.


“Allandria! Light!” Aranok bellowed.


“I know!”


As she parried again and again with her right arm, her left hand fumbled with the cage. But her glove made her fingers too clumsy for the delicate catch. Allandria jammed her middle fingers in her teeth and yanked the glove free, spitting it onto the ground as she dodged another lunge from the beast.


The attacks grew more urgent. More reckless? Did it understand what she was trying to do?


Swipe.


Parry.


Swipe.


Parry.


“Will . . .”


Swipe.


“You . . .”


Parry.


Swipe.


Parry.


“Please . . .”


Lunge.


Dodge.


“Fuck . . .”


Swipe.


Dodge.


The latch finally clicked open and the sunstone fell into Allandria’s hand. She sidestepped the next attack and lunged forward herself, slamming her palm against the Thakhati’s head.


“Off !”


A shriek like the gates of Hell and the monster burned to ash, searing the mud and Allandria’s hand in the process. The pain was excruciating. Did she scream? Maybe.


But she had the light now, and the light was all.


“Samily! Aranok! To me!” Allandria raised her arm high, letting the stone’s light create a bubble of shelter over her, the king and his horse.


Now she could see what was happening with the others.


Aranok was back on Bear, throwing Thakhati back like leaves in a storm. Either the horse had been lucky not to be hurt in the fall or Samily had healed him. The Thorn was no longer on Dancer, though, and stood facing two Thakhati attempting to flank her.


Thank God only one of them had come for Allandria, or both the king and she would be dead.


Samily skewered the creature before her, leapt into the air and landed behind Aranok on Bear. The great horse quickly made the ground between them and reached the safety of the light.


Aranok thrust a hand toward her. “The stone!”


Allandria tossed it to him, allowing him to hold it higher still, giving them more safety.


Samily launched herself from the horse. “Majesty! Where are you injured?”


“Midnight,” the king wheezed.


Samily hesitated a moment before placing her hands on the animal.


“Air ais.” The horse made a half scream Allandria had never heard from an animal as a leg clicked back into place and the crimson gashes on its side reknit themselves. Midnight scrambled back to her feet and Mynygogg gave a sucking cry of pain.


God, now she could see him. His legs were crushed along with half his abdomen. It was a miracle he was still alive. And it would take a miracle to save him.


“Samily!” She gestured urgently at Mynygogg.


The knight knelt beside him. “Air ais.”


God knew how much energy the girl had left, but she showed no sign of flagging. Incredible how much she’d mastered her skill in a short time under Aranok’s tutelage. A week ago this one act would have rendered her senseless.


Mynygogg groaned as the magic took effect, resetting shattered bones, rebuilding crushed organs.


“All right.” The king pulled himself to his feet. “Two horses. Two pillions. We stick side by side in the light. No rush. Yes?”


“Agreed.” Aranok watched the shadows crawling just out of sight. As long as they had the light, they would be safe.


Samily retook her place behind Aranok; Allandria and Mynygogg mounted Midnight.


“What happened to Dancer?” Allandria asked.


“She bolted toward town,” said Samily.


“Walk,” Mynygogg commanded. They did. The Thakhati were staying back but, even so, made an occasional feint. Their intermittent shrieks were a mewling complaint—like agitated cats threatening to pounce.


The walk lasted an age, and Allandria’s hand began to throb in urgent agony, but, finally, they made it. Back into the light. Allandria breathed.


“All right.” The relief in Mynygogg’s voice was palpable. Horrors danced in the light of scattered flames, but the shadows would come no further. Traverlyn’s giant sunstone had them now.


Allandria slid off the horse and all but fell into the arms of a waiting archer.


“You all right?” he asked.


None of them were all right. But they were alive.


“Let me help you, Lady.” The boy looked barely out of his teens. But for his fresh face, he was strongly built. Good. She could lean on him.


Others arrived to help. Only Samily seemed at all steady on her feet, but her face was pale as the Dead.


“We need to get to the hospital,” said Aranok. “Now.”


“Laird Aranok, we’ve been watching for you,” said an ebony-skinned woman with sharp cheekbones. “But unless you need urgent medical care, sire, the hospital’s closed up. You should rest.”


Allandria’s hand at least needed attention. Possibly her shoulder too. But they had Samily for that. Rasa was why they had to get to the hospital.


“No time,” said Mynygogg. “This is a matter of national importance.”


The woman, who wore the mark of a captain, looked at him curiously, as if sizing him up, before turning to Aranok. “Is that so, Laird Envoy?”


Of course, she knew Aranok but not the king. Mynygogg gave a wry, tired smile.


“It is,” Aranok said. “This is Laird Gogg. You should regard anything he says as carrying my authority.”


Gogg? That was a bit close to the truth. Aranok must be tired to pick such a lazy alias.


“As you say, sire.” The captain turned to her retinue. “Ganard, Darcia, stay here. Make sure those things don’t find a dark alleyway. The rest of you, with us.”


The boy was all but holding Allandria upright. “What’s your name?”


“Killarn.”


“Killarn, I’m going to lean very heavily on you now. Carry me if I pass out, will you?”


[image: Illustration]


Nirea whittled absentmindedly at the wood. She’d forgotten about it until she’d needed something to keep her awake through the night. Her eyes stung despite her opium-induced nap that afternoon and Morienne’s deep, restful breathing was irrationally aggravating.


The hospital was eerily quiet at night. Occasional footsteps put her on edge, but the only person who’d come to the door was Egretta. The matriarch had tutted disapprovingly at Nirea being awake, but left with a kind smile and a nod. It was only fair Nirea took a watch.


She turned the wood over in her hand. Only a wee while ago had she realised what it was. And it hurt.


A shield. She’d been glad to be the only one awake so her tears were her own.


The shape was done, and now she carefully carved the crossed hammers. It would have been a comfort to Glorbad that the boy should recover. But she dreaded having to tell Vastin what had happened to the soldier. She might leave out that the demon’s spiked tail went through his shield. He’d only feel guilty, and truth was that if it went through the shield and Glorbad’s armour, nothing was going to stop it—not without magic. Glorbad was dead the minute he went up those steps.


And for all he was an irascible old bastard, if he’d known what was waiting, he’d still have gone first. Been more adamant. Nirea had no faith, but she hoped maybe there was something next—somewhere that Glorbad could have the peace he deserved. Maybe see his family again. She missed his laugh. God, she missed it. Like a bleak hole at her side.


Footsteps. Many, moving quickly. Voices—their words urgent.


“Moyen,” she whispered. The woman didn’t stir. “Moyen!” Louder. With the voices ever closer, she carefully nudged the woman in the side with her sheathed sword.


Morienne jerked awake. “What?”


“Lithen.” Nirea nodded at the door.


Morienne took Nirea’s sword and moved beside the door. Nirea snuffed out the candle and they waited in the dark.


They hadn’t planned for more than one person showing up. If it was a draoidh, they knew what to do. Most needed gestures or incantations— or both—to use their magic. Morienne stood ready to gag them and bind their hands. If she didn’t have time, a sword in the back would do the job.


But more than one? A conspiracy with multiple people—multiple draoidhs? Until that moment she hadn’t even considered it.


Fuck.


Nirea threw off the sheets with her good arm and slipped bare feet onto cold stone. Morienne’s jaegerstock was there somewhere. She slid her feet carefully until her toe found the wooden handle. Scooping it up, she held it like a spear. It wasn’t ideal, but it would be better than nothing if they faced multiple enemies.


The steps halted outside the door. Hushed voices.


This was it. She steeled herself.


The handle turned slowly and a crack of light spilled into the room. It reached her bed—the bed she should have been in—and stopped.


She grasped the jaegerstock tight, ready to murder whoever came through that door.


“Morienne?”


Wait. What?


“Nirea? Meristan?”


“Wha?” she asked, confused. The voice was so incongruous.


The door opened further, light now illuminating half the room, including Nirea, perched half-dressed, weapon raised.


The man’s face went from curious to confused, then he burst out laughing. “Who the Hell are you expecting?”


“Laird Aranok!” The envoy flinched away as Morienne stepped from behind the door.


“What?” he exclaimed. “Who are you expecting?”


Nirea relaxed her shoulders and lowered the weapon. “Law sawee.”


“What?”


“Long story,” Morienne said as she relit the candle. Now they had better light, Nirea could see the envoy’s pale, haggard face.


“God, Nirea, I’d heard . . . but . . . your cheek.”


She shrugged her good shoulder. “Beher an Glohbah.”


Aranok ran a hand through his hair. “Fuck, yes.” He stepped toward her and, with more familiarity than she expected, gently wrapped his arms around her. “I’m so sorry.” After a hesitant moment, she put one arm around him.


“Me ooh.” They’d both lost close friends.


After a long time, he released her and they sat on the bed.


“Sorry, Morienne, it’s good to see you too.” He reached out and took her hand. “Wait. Your curse . . . ?”


Morienne beamed as she held up the charm that negated her curse’s effects. “Master Balaban gave me this.”


“Wonderful.” Aranok gave a weary smile. He looked drained. Exhausted.


“Thank you, sire.” Morienne beamed back at him.


“You all ight?” Nirea asked.


He turned to her with a deep sigh. “I don’t even know where to start. We didn’t want to overwhelm you—not until we saw how you are.”


“I fine.” She wasn’t, but she wanted to know everything.


“All right—but first, this is urgent. Did Rasa get here? Where is she?”


“Ess, buh . . .” It would be too difficult to explain in her bloody mumble. She gestured to Morienne instead.


“She arrived a few days ago, Laird. She told us everything, about the heart, about you going to face Mynygogg. What happened?”


Aranok raised his hands placatingly. “I’ll explain all of that, I promise, but first, where is she?”


“Gone. She and Meristan left for Haven this morning.”


Aranok’s already pale face turned ashen. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!” The envoy punched the bed and stood. “Wait here.” He stalked back out into the hall.


Morienne looked as confused as Nirea felt. He’d specifically said someone had to get to Janaeus as soon as possible. Why would he be unhappy about that? Raised voices again in the hall. Agitated. Maybe Allandria? Another male voice that she couldn’t place. It felt important, though, and her heart stuttered. Who was that?


Aranok returned with Samily. The knight looked as tired as him.


“Sammy.” Nirea half smiled.


“Lady Nirea, I am so sorry for your loss.” She made an odd sort of bow. What was going on?


“Nirea, we have a lot to get through and very little time, so we’re going to have to do this quickly. Samily is going to heal you, all right?”


Nirea nodded enthusiastically. It would be wonderful to be fit again. She could finally be of some bloody use. But Samily barely looked capable of standing, never mind healing her. “You shua?”


“Yes. It’s important.” Aranok moved out of the way and Samily sat beside her. The girl placed her hand on Nirea’s wounded shoulder.


“Air ais.”


The pain spiked briefly and drained away, the swelling reducing. A tingle of pleasure ran up the side of her neck. When had she last not felt that damned pain? Nirea stretched her arm out and balled up her fist. Oh God, it felt so good. The absence of pain is such pleasure.


Samily reached for Nirea’s cheek. Without knowing why, she grabbed it defensively. The knight’s mouth curled. “I’m sorry, did I hurt you?”


That wasn’t it. She needed this. She needed a memento. A permanent one.


“Fowahd? Noh bah. Fowahd.”


“Forward?” Samily looked questioningly to Aranok. “I . . . can try. But you will have a scar. A substantial one.”


“Ess.” Nirea was vehement. “Scah.”


“Nirea, you don’t have to do that,” said Aranok. “Nobody’s going to forget him.”


The envoy was oddly adamant for a man who’d all but drawn swords against Glorbad days before he died. It didn’t matter. He’d given his life for hers. The least she could do was wear the scar she escaped with. “No. Scah.”


Aranok shrugged.


“If that is what you wish, Lady,” said Samily. “But I am not as practised with this form of my skill.”


“S’fine.” Nirea put her hand on Samily’s. “I russ ooh.” God it would be good to be able to speak properly again.


Samily nodded and raised her hand to Nirea’s swollen cheek. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply.


“Air adhart.”


Nirea felt the swelling go down, felt the inside of her cheek pull away from her teeth. She felt the tear knit together, tissue hardening and tightening, tugging slightly at her eye, making her blink. And then it was done. Her balance lurched sideways and she was glad to be sitting.


Samily looked awful. Her eyes fluttered as if she might collapse. Nirea caught her under an arm.


“Whoa!” Aranok moved to catch her other arm. “Morienne, can we . . . ?”


Morienne helped them manoeuvre Samily onto the other bed. Her eyes rolled in her head as if she’d drunk a pint of poppy milk.


“Is she all right?” Nirea smiled reflexively when she heard the words out loud.


“She will be,” said Aranok. “She’s been through a lot. We all have.”


“Tell me,” said Nirea.


“I don’t have time. I need you to trust me.”


That was an odd thing to say. “Of course. What do you need?”


“I need you to lie down.”


“What? Why?”


“Please, Nirea, if I had time I would explain, but lives are at stake. Hell, the kingdom is at stake. I need to do this. Now.”


“All right.” She clambered back onto the bed. He’d better have a good reason—she’d been pleased to get out of it.


Aranok took a small yellow pendant from around his neck and held it out toward her.


“Hold this.”


She took it, slightly nervously. “What is this?”


“Clìor.”


The room tipped on its end as a sea of faces, memories, feelings crashed over her. Nausea hammered her in the gut and she vomited as the floor lurched up toward her. A hand on her shoulder pushed her back into the soft pillow. She grabbed at the sides of the bed, desperate for something solid to hold. To stop the spinning, the lights, the waves of nausea. Nirea closed her eyes and willed the world to balance, but still her head swam and the room rocked until a flash of red and then there was nothing.


Just blessed, quiet black.










CHAPTER 4



Allandria tutted as the lock pick clattered to the floor. Aranok almost went to shush her but caught himself. Samily had healed her burnt hand, but she was still hanging from a frayed rope. They both were. Aranok’s eyes itched to close and his muscles complained with every step. They needed to hurry, but they needed to do this first. To find out who they could trust. Meristan and Rasa planned to stay in Lochen that night and ride for the ferry in the morning. They could beat them there if they went straight for the ferry.


Maybe.


A resonant click. Allandria smiled and the door swung open. The masters’ residential quarters were off-limits, but this was an emergency. A wooden board on the wall opposite the door listed the masters’ names alongside floor and room number. They found the one they needed and crept quietly up the stairs.


Allandria walked awkwardly, wincing with every step. He almost made a playful comment about it but decided against it. She stopped outside door 213.


Aranok had a quick look up and down the empty corridor.


“You sure?” Allandria whispered.


The doors were quite far apart, but not so far that knocking would go unheard. They didn’t need a scene. Aranok nodded, hoping he looked more certain than he felt. Allandria knelt and carefully slid in first one brass pick, then the other.


Come on, come on.


Aranok’s impatience must have been obvious—Allandria backhanded him across the thigh. “Stand still.”


He took a deep breath, straightened and put his shoulders back. Something cracked in his chest. In the silence, it echoed like an axe strike. Allandria looked up at him incredulously.


“I didn’t mean it,” he whispered. She sighed and returned to the lock. It gave a familiar click and Allandria stepped back.


Slowly, carefully, silently, Aranok turned the handle and pushed the door. The old hinges creaked in complaint and the pair froze, waiting for a response.


Nothing came. The door wasn’t quite open enough, though. Slowly, he pushed again, lifting slightly to ease pressure off the hinges. It was a little stiff, but quiet. They slipped inside and carefully closed the door.


Moonlight split the wall beside them, cutting through a sliver in the curtains opposite. Aranok could just make out the door to the bedchamber. Allandria crossed to a table and lit an ornate candle. Now they could see. The chamber was neat, in contrast with the master’s office. A bookcase full of arcane texts, books on history, philosophy and religion. An elegant and well-used chair beside the fireplace.


They crossed to the bedchamber door. It was also locked. That seemed excessively careful, all things considered, but then they had just broken in here relatively easily and there was a master killer somewhere in the university.


Allandria raised a questioning eyebrow. There was no need for quiet here. Aranok knocked firmly on the door. Muffled grunts from inside, and then quiet. He knocked again. This time there was movement.


“Who’s there? Who is it? I have a weapon!”


Aranok smiled. “Master Balaban, it’s Aranok. And Allandria.”


“What on earth are you doing in my chambers, boy? What time is it?”


“Sorry, Master, but it’s urgent. And you will want to know what we have to tell you.”


The door opened to reveal the old man in a long white nightgown. His remaining hair stuck out from his head like wisps of smoke and he fumbled his round glasses onto his face. Balaban put a frail hand on Aranok’s shoulder. “It’s good to see you alive, boy. Both of you.” He smiled at Allandria. “We feared the worst.”


“I know,” said Aranok. “Master, we’re short of time. Can I ask you to take a seat, please?”


Balaban looked confused, absentmindedly smoothing the front of his nightgown. “A seat? I suppose.”


The master’s bare feet slapped on the stone floor until the fireside rug muffled them as he took the chair. “All right. Now what?”


Aranok took out the memory charm. Balaban would have recognised it had Janaeus not taken his memory of it.


“What’s that?”


Allandria took his hand between hers. “This might be difficult, Master. But it will be all right, just try not to fight it. I’ve been through it.”


Even exhausted, she was made of compassion. He really needed to sort things out with her. Just not now. Not tonight.


“Master, this is a memory charm, it’s designed to protect . . .”


“Oh my God!” Balaban crawled back up his chair. “He’s done it, hasn’t he? He’s already done it!”


Aranok wasn’t sure how to respond. “I’m sorry, what?”


“Mynygogg. He’s cast the spell. Changed history! Damn it, I knew this was coming.”


Well, that was something. Aranok knew Balaban was sharp, but apparently he’d got bloody close to figuring it out.


“Wait, no,” he continued. “That makes no sense. I still remember Janaeus. I remember history. What has he changed?”


They didn’t have time for this. He needed to get it over with.


“I’m sorry, Master, but if you could please just hold this, it will all make sense.”


Balaban looked at him suspiciously. “Wait. You two went to take on Mynygogg. Alone. And survived.” He sat back in his chair like a startled cat. “No. Both of you get out. Now. I’ll scream!”


Fuck.


“Hold him,” he said. Allandria frowned, but quickly stood and grabbed the old man’s shoulders. Aranok forced the charm into his hand. He’d forgive them when it was done.


“Help!” So much for quiet.


“Clìor.”


Balaban opened his mouth to shout again but stopped as his eyes rolled in his head. He slumped back and was quiet.


Allandria released his shoulders. “That could have gone better.”


“Lock that door, would you? Just in case.”


She did, not taking the chance of checking the hallway. If anyone had heard the cry, they probably wouldn’t know where to go looking unless someone stuck their head out and showed them.


“You’re absolutely sure we can trust him?” Allandria asked.


“As sure as I can be.” Other than Conifax, Balaban was the master he had spent the most time with as a student. Everything he knew about history, morality and politics he learned from the old man. His teachings had laid the groundwork for what he and Mynygogg were trying to achieve. It would make no sense for a man with his belief in a fairer society to be working with Janaeus. And the thought he might betray their personal relationship was . . . unthinkable. He’d had to pick one master he knew he could trust, and Balaban was it.


After about ten minutes of impatient and slightly awkward silence, Balaban’s eyes fluttered and his head turned. He let out a woozy groan and smacked his lips as if he hadn’t drunk in an age.


“Water?” He pointed to a sideboard where a half-full jug sat alongside some glasses. Aranok filled one for him and he drank it down greedily.


“My God. My God. It’s . . . it’s unbelievable.” Balaban looked up at Aranok. “Janaeus did this? Did all of it?”


Aranok nodded.


“How? He was such a quiet, awkward boy. Too much inside his own head. He never had this kind of power.”


“The heart of devastation. He’s had it all along. We were looking in the wrong place,” Aranok explained.


Balaban gasped and his eyes widened. “Of course. Of course, yes, that makes sense. Everything we know makes sense. Blast it all, I was so close to understanding.”


“You were,” Allandria said appreciatively. “Closer than anyone else got.”


Balaban crossed to the jug and poured himself another glass of water. “Well, mainly because of the book.”


“Book?” Aranok didn’t know about a book. “Actually, tell me later. For now, I need your help.”


The master sipped at the newly filled glass and smacked his mouth contentedly. “Of course. What can I do?”


“Can I trust Principal Keft? Is there any chance he could be Janaeus’s agent? That he killed Conifax?” Saying it out loud hit Aranok like a blindside punch. He’d distanced himself from the idea that his old teacher was gone. Pretended he was still there—in his office, asleep in his chair. But the stark fact of the words coming from his own mouth made it real and the exhaustion was suddenly too much. His legs gave way and Aranok all but stumbled into the empty chair.


Allandria’s reassuring hand squeezed his shoulder and he instinctively put his hand over hers. Her touch raised the hairs on the back of his arm.


“I knew his death would hit you hard,” said Balaban. “I’m so sorry.”


Aranok blinked back the tears welling in his eyes. They didn’t have time for emotions.


Balaban looked at the floor as if considering a puzzle or a chess stratagem. Aranok was grateful for the chance to compose himself.


Finally, the master took another long drink of water and looked up. “Not only am I confident you can trust Keft, but I believe I know who killed Conifax.”


Aranok sprang to his feet, his legs suddenly stable again. “You do?” He hadn’t expected to solve Conifax’s murder tonight. He’d been resigned to waiting until he got back. “How?”


Balaban cocked his head. “Because there’s a ‘master’ here who . . . isn’t.”
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Nirea crawled through thick black mud. Her head pounded, red flashing against her eyelids with each beat of her heart. The acrid taste of vomit on her tongue. Someone was holding her hand. Meristan?


Slowly, she blinked her eyes open. It wasn’t the monk beside her bed. Of course not, he had gone. Instead, a bald man in dark leathers smiled down at her. “Hello, my love.”


His eyes. She saw his eyes and everything came back. Nirea gasped as her chest threatened to burst. She wrapped her arms around him hungrily, gripping him tight. She might never let go.


“Oh God, oh God.” She didn’t know what had happened. She didn’t care. She had Mynygogg back and nothing else mattered. She was whole again, the lingering, nagging void finally sated.


“I know.” His breath on her ear . . .


She kissed his cheek, his head, ran her hands over it and held his face before her. “Your hair. Your beautiful hair.”


“Um.” He half smiled. “We cut it.”


She needed to kiss him; more than anything she needed to feel his lips against hers, but she could still taste bile. “Wait.” She took a mouthful of water, swished it around and spat it onto the floor. Someone had cleared her vomit. She turned back to her husband, grasped his head with both hands and pulled him down, pressing her lips against his. The spark flew through her, the passion, the excitement, the arousal. All of it a crashing wave. She could stay there forever. Screw the rest of the world, this was all she’d ever need.


Too soon, Mynygogg pulled away. “I’ve missed you so much and God I’m glad you’re alive. But we have a lot to discuss.”


“What the Hell happened? How did Janaeus become king? How did he make us forget?” She was still holding on to him, crippled by the fear this was an awful waking dream.


“I’ll explain, I promise. But we have another priority first. We have to stop Meristan and Rasa from reaching Janaeus.”


Fuck. Of course.


“All right. Let’s go.” Nirea swung her legs off the bed.


“No. We stay here for now. We need to regroup and plan. And rest.”


Only then did she see the dark bags under his pale eyes, the slumped shoulders and pallid cheeks.


“When did you last sleep?”


He smiled weakly. “Too long ago. But it’s all right, Aranok has a plan.”


“Oh. So there’s nothing to do right now?”


Mynygogg raised an eyebrow and nodded to the other bed. Samily lay sound asleep, still in her full armour.


Nirea smiled. “She’ll be out for hours. Nothing’s waking her before she’s rested.”


Mynygogg looked to the door. “People will be here any minute.”


“Oh, come on.” She pulled him toward her. “It’s been an age. We won’t need long.”
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Aranok was torn. Their mission was urgent, but the chance to get Conifax’s murderer, to see them brought to justice, was too strong. Anger and excitement seethed within him, begging to be free. Still, they couldn’t waste time, so Allandria went to rouse Principal Keft.


In Aranok’s exhausted state, he and Balaban had made a stop on the way for reinforcement.


He hammered on the door several times before it finally creaked open. Opiassa filled the doorway, making it difficult for Aranok or Balaban to see into the room. But he knew what he’d see.


“Master Opiassa?” There was fear in the small voice. The head of university security did not visit in the middle of the night without reason.


Opiassa glowered down at him. “Rotan, you are under arrest on suspicion of the murders of Master Conifax and Master Calavas, and of treason.”


“I don’t . . . I don’t . . .” he stuttered.


Opiassa stood aside and allowed Rotan to see the men behind her. Aranok didn’t recognise him, but Balaban had explained how he’d insinuated himself with Conifax. He’d been a troublesome student— one of those insufferable pricks who expected to be forgiven anything due to his wealthy family, charming smile and silver tongue. Aranok knew the type. Thought the rules didn’t apply to him. The kind who would offer flattering words and a hand on your shoulder while the other slipped a knife between your ribs.


Of course he wasn’t a master. He’d been expelled a year before graduating. The only way he’d ever become one was to cheat. There was no reason Janaeus would have made everyone believe Rotan a master unless he was working for him.


The bastard blinked at the pair of them, his pretence at innocence so compelling Aranok might even have doubted himself. Instead, he lifted his hand and allowed the memory charm to dangle.


Rotan looked over his shoulder nervously, and back to Aranok. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what that is.”


“It protects against memory magic,” Aranok answered. “I got it from the king.”


Rotan’s face changed. He looked up at Opiassa and back to Aranok as if desperately calculating his options.


“Please run,” Aranok growled.


Opiassa shot him a dark look. It was a threat. He wouldn’t kill the man here. Not yet.


Rotan lurched for the door handle and tried to pull it closed. Opiassa was so much faster, he barely moved it at all before she broke his arm. He howled and dropped to his knees, cradling the arm across his chest.


“You’ll get nothing from me!” he spat, the mask shattered by pain.


Aranok crouched before him, their faces inches apart.


“I don’t need anything from you, except to see you suffer, you little cunt.” He grabbed the broken arm and yanked the man, screaming, to his feet. “Try to escape. Try to warn Janaeus. Try anything. I’ll be back. I’ll hunt you with my last breath, you understand? The safest place you’ll ever be again is a gaol.”


Rotan glowered back, but his eyes wavered.


“He’ll likely hang,” Opiassa said flatly. The law of the land was generally against hanging since Mynygogg had taken the throne, and Janaeus hadn’t changed that. But double murder and treason? She was right.


“I know. But hanging’s over quick.”










CHAPTER 5



Principal Keft had snapped at Allandria for waking him and complained all the way to the hospital. The grumpiness faded when his restored memory told him he was in the presence of Eidyn’s monarchs. Morienne had also fetched Egretta at Nirea’s suggestion. They planned to use the hospital as a base. Keeping Mynygogg hidden until they could restore enough memories was crucial. But with Aranok, Allandria, Mynygogg, Nirea, Morienne, Egretta, Balaban and Keft crammed into one room, and Samily still unconscious on the bed, there was little space to move.


When Mynygogg finished bringing everyone up-to-date, he sat beside Nirea. She took his hand without looking. It was nice to see her happy. To see them together again. They deserved each other.


“So what do you need from me?” Keft asked.


“The four of us are exhausted,” Aranok said. “We need energy so we can go after Meristan and Rasa tonight.”


The energy draoidh looked around at them thoughtfully. “When did you last sleep?”


“Last night,” said Aranok.


“Properly, two nights ago,” Mynygogg corrected him.


Keft frowned. “I can restore your physical energy. I just need a source. A fire. But going too long without sleep has consequences.”


“How so?” Allandria knew relatively little about energy draoidhs.


“Your brain needs sleep,” Egretta answered. “People who go too long without it go mad. Start seeing things that aren’t there. Make bad decisions.”


“We’ll have to risk it,” said Aranok. “Allandria and I will go.”


“Actually,” Allandria interrupted. “I don’t think I should.”


Aranok looked at her with confusion and surprise. She knew he would, but she’d been thinking about this. She needed some space. But there was another reason—the reason she’d give him.


“The king and queen are here. We can’t leave them unprotected. You should go, and take Samily. She can kill Thakhati better than I can. And if you go after Meristan without her, she’ll be furious and follow you anyway.”


It made perfect sense. He wouldn’t be able to argue. Still, his crestfallen shoulders were a dagger stabbing at her guilt.


“We can look after ourselves, Allandria.” The restored queen stood proud and regal.


“No, she’s right.” Aranok looked away from Allandria. “You shouldn’t be unguarded, and Allandria’s the best. And she’s right about Samily. We’ll be fine.” His voice was dispassionate. Flat. He was hurt. Tough. He’d get over it. “Principal Keft, if you could just wake Samily, we can get moving.”


The principal placed a hand on Samily’s forehead, closed his eyes and said something too quiet for Allandria to make out. After a moment, the knight sprang to life. “Oh!” She sat up, taking in the crowd around her. “What is happening?”


“Come on,” said Aranok. “I’ll tell you on the way.”


The king’s envoy shepherded the White Thorn out of the room after Principal Keft without a backwards glance.
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“Tobin, isn’t it?”


The stable boy looked up from rubbing straw across Dancer’s hindquarters. Aranok was pleased to see the horse had found her way home. “Aye, sire.”


He stiffened when he saw Principal Keft. That was interesting. Did Keft have a reputation Aranok wasn’t aware of ?


“Tobin, we need Bear and Midnight. Can you saddle them, please?”


The boy’s face turned first to confusion, then horror. “Beg your pardon, sire, but no, I cannae. They’re exhausted. I’ve only just finished rubbing down Bear and he was a mess. They’ll die if you try an’ ride them the night. They’re Calladells, no demons!”


“Mind your tongue, boy. You are addressing the king’s envoy.” Keft stepped forward and Tobin took a step away, but he kept himself between them and the horse.


Aranok put a hand on Keft’s arm. “It’s all right, Principal, he’s only protecting his animals, as any good stable hand would.”


Footsteps behind. Aranok glanced round to confirm Samily had joined them. She looked as refreshed as he felt since Keft had rejuvenated them. His mind seemed clear enough too. Samily had then healed their physical ails, for which Aranok’s knee was immensely grateful.


“Tobin, you have my word that the horses will be fine. We have lit a small fire outside and Master Keft will replenish their energy. They’ll be fresh as a winter morning.” Aranok winked with a positivity he didn’t feel.


The straw in Tobin’s hands twisted and bent. “That’s all well, but their muscles, sire. Their bodies need to recover. It’s no just they’re tired—they’re worn out!”


“Boy, Laird Aranok gave you his word,” snapped Keft. “That is the end of it.”


Aranok raised an eyebrow at the principal’s tone. The man had expressed the same concerns quite ardently, regarding both their health and the horses’. They’d had to explain Samily’s power in order to quiet his objections, which had excited him somewhat too much. Keft had been a picture of curiosity and avarice. It was unreasonable for him to chastise Tobin for asking the same questions. Now that he was in on the secret, he was apparently keen to protect it—to the exclusion of others. Of lessers, like a stable boy. No wonder Tobin distrusted him.


The boy lifted a protective hand to Dancer’s back. “But . . .”


“Do you have faith in God?” Samily stepped forward.


Tobin’s head lowered. “Aye, Lady.”


“And you know who I am?”


Tobin eyed her white armour, lingering momentarily on the holy symbol etched onto her shoulders. “Aye.”


“I give you my word that we have a way of protecting the horses from harm and that they will be fine.” Samily paused for a moment. “Do you believe me?”


Tobin looked up warily. He glanced at the horses and back to Samily. “I want to.”


“You’ve seen the magic that men like these can do, have you not?” she asked.


“Aye. Some,” he answered quietly.


“Please believe me when I say we will do them no harm.” After a nervous moment, Tobin finally nodded and Samily smiled. “You are a good man, to care for your charges so well.”


The boy’s cheeks flushed. “Thank you, Lady.” He gave a slight bow before looking up nervously at Aranok. “I’m sorry, Laird, can I ask . . .”


“Go on.”


“It’s just . . . why Midnight and Bear, but no Dancer? Is there something wrong with her?”


Aranok caught the horse’s eye and she huffed air through her nose. “Nothing at all. I just don’t think she’s very happy with me.”


“Ah.” Tobin smiled. “Aye, she can be like that. Don’t worry, she’ll get over it.”


Aranok sighed. “I hope so.”
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The bonfire of old straw and broken fence rails crackled in the early murk as light threatened the horizon. Samily loved watching the sun rise. The glorious pinks and yellows bleeding across the sky brought God closer in her heart.


She warmed her hands against the fire, knowing the flames would soon burn low. Principal Keft would replace her energy after she restored the horses. Taking the animals back a few days should also restore some of their own energy, as it had done for Aranok at Dun Eidyn. But the principal had explained that, in theory, his own power was more effective and would provide them a greater well of energy to draw upon. She was just to focus on turning their bodies back, so as to protect them. Samily hadn’t been aware of treating Aranok any differently at Dun Eidyn—of focusing on restoring his energy as well as his physical health, but perhaps she had done so simply by it being her intent. There was so much about her ability that she did not yet understand. It had been so little time since she learned the truth of it and she’d barely stopped to think about what it might mean.


Principal Keft’s excitement at learning of her abilities and his ravings about her potential had given her pause. She wondered what else might be possible, beyond what she knew. What the girl in Caer Amon had done with the relic was disturbing. That was the first time she’d felt wary of her skill. God would not give Samily more than she could handle, but it was a burden to wield that kind of power. When she’d just been a “healer,” there was no negative to her magic, but now she knew she could do much more. “Fixing her mistakes,” Rasa had said. She must guard against becoming reckless, seduced by her new possibilities. If her head came off, she would stay dead.
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