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Chapter 1


Fuck.


The boy was going to get himself killed.


“Back off!”


Aranok put down his drink, leaned back and rubbed his dusty, mottled brown hands across his face and behind his neck. He was tired and sore. He wanted to sit here with Allandria, drink beer, take a hot bath, collapse into a soft, clean bed and feel her skin against his. The last thing he wanted was a fight. Not here.


They’d made it back to Haven. This was their territory, the new capital of Eidyn, the safest place in the kingdom—for what that was worth. He’d done enough fighting, enough killing. His shoulders ached and his back was stiff. He looked up at the darkening sky, spectacularly lit with pinks and oranges.


The wooden balcony of the Chain Pier Tavern jutted out over the main door along the front length of the building. Aranok had thought it an optimistic idea by the landlord, considering Eidyn’s usual weather, but there were about thirty patrons overlooking the main square with their beers, wines and whiskies.


Allandria looked at him from across the table, chin resting on her hand. He met her deep brown eyes, pleading with her to give him another option. She looked down at the boy arguing with the two thugs in front of the blacksmith’s forge, then back at him. She shrugged, resigned, and tied back her hair.


Bollocks.


Aranok knocked back the last of his beer and clunked the empty tankard back on the table. As Allandria reached for her bow, he signalled to the serving girl.


“Two more.” He gestured to their drinks. “I’ll be back in a minute.”


The girl furrowed her brow, confused.


He stood abruptly to overcome the stiffness of his muscles. The chair clattered against the wooden deck, drawing some attention. Aranok was used to being eyed with suspicion, but it still rankled. If they knew what they owed him—owed both of them…


He leaned on the banister, feeling the splintered, weather-beaten wood under his palms; breathing in the smoky, sweaty smell of the bar. Funny how welcome those odours were; he’d been away for so long. With a sigh, Aranok twisted and turned his hands, making the necessary gestures, vaulted over the banister and said, “Gaoth.” Air burst from his palms, kicking up a cloud of dirt and cushioning his landing. Drinkers who had spilled out the front of the inn coughed, spluttered and raised hands in defence. A chorus of gasps and grumbles, but nobody dared complain. Instead, they watched.


Anticipating.


Fearing.


Aranok breathed deeply, stretching his arms, steeling himself as he passed the newly constructed stone well—one of many, he assumed, since the population had probably doubled recently. A lot of eyes were on him now. Maybe that was a good thing. Maybe they needed to see this.


As he approached the forge, Aranok sized up his task. One of the men was big, carrying a large, well-used sword. A club hung from his belt, but he looked slow and cumbersome; more a butcher than a soldier. The other was sleek, though—wiry. There was something rat-like about him. He stood well-balanced on the balls of his feet, dagger twitching eagerly. A thief most likely. Released from prison and pressed into the king’s service? Surely not. Hells. Were they really this short of men? Was this what they’d bought with their blood?


“You’ve got the count of three to drop your weapons and move,” the fat one wheezed. “King’s orders.”


“Go to Hell!” The boy’s voice cracked. He backed a few steps toward the door. He couldn’t be more than fifteen, defending his father’s business with a pair of swords he’d probably made himself. His stance was clumsy, but he knew how to hold them. He’d had some training, if not any actual experience. Enough to make him think he could fight, not enough to win.


The rat rocked on his feet, the fingertips of his right hand frantically rubbing together. Any town guard could resolve this without blood. If it was just the fat one, he might manage it. But this man was dangerous.


Now or never.


“Can I help?” Aranok asked loudly enough for the whole square to hear.


All three swung to look at him. The thief’s eyes ran him up and down. Aranok watched him instinctively look for pockets, coin purses, weapons—assess how quickly Aranok would move. He trusted the rat would underestimate him.


“Back away, draoidh!” snarled the butcher. The runes inscribed in Aranok’s leather armour made it clear to anyone with even a passing awareness of magic what he was. Draoidh was generally spat as an insult, rarely welcoming. He understood the fear. People weren’t comfortable with someone who could do things they couldn’t. He only wore the armour when he knew it might be necessary. He couldn’t remember the last day he’d gone without it.


“This is king’s business. We’ve got a warrant,” grunted the big man.


“May I see it?” Aranok asked calmly.


“I said piss off.” He was getting tetchy now. Aranok began to wonder if he might have made things worse. It wouldn’t be the first time.


He took a gentle step toward the man, palms open in a gesture of peace.


The rat smiled a confident grin, showing him the curved blade as if it were a jewel for sale. Aranok smiled pleasantly back at him and gestured to the balcony. The thief’s face confirmed he was looking at the point of Allandria’s arrow.


“Shit,” the rat hissed. “Cargill. Cargill!”


“What?” Cargill barked grumpily back at him. The thief mimicked Aranok’s gesture and the fat man also looked up. He spun around to face Aranok, raising his sword—half in threat, half in defence. Nobody likes an arrow trained on them. The boy took another step back—probably unsure who was on his side, if anyone.


“You’ll swing for this,” Cargill growled. “We’ve got orders from the king. Confiscate the stock of any business that can’t pay taxes. The boy owes!”


“Surely his father owes?” Aranok asked.


“No, sir,” the boy said quietly. “Father’s dead. The war.”


Aranok felt the words in his chest. “Your mother?”


The boy shook his head. His lips trembled until he pressed them together.


Damn it.


Aranok had seen a lot of death. He’d held friends as they bled out, watching their eyes turn dark; he’d stumbled over their mangled bodies, fighting for his life. Sometimes they cried out, or whimpered as he passed—clinging desperately to the notion they could still see tomorrow.


Bile rose in his gullet. He turned back to Cargill. Now it was a fight.


“If you close his business, how do you propose he pays his taxes?” Aranok struggled to maintain an even tone.


“I don’t know,” the thug answered. “Ask the king.”


Aranok looked up the rocky crag toward Greytoun Castle. Rising out of the middle of Haven, it cast a shadow over half the town. “I will.”


There was a hiss of air and a thud to Aranok’s right. He turned to see an arrow embedded in the ground at the thief’s feet. He must have crept a little closer than Allandria liked. The rat was lucky she’d given him a warning shot. Many didn’t know she was there until they were dead. Eyes wide, he sidled back under the small canopy at the front of the forge.


Cargill fired into life, brandishing his sword high. “I’ll cut your fucking head off right now if you don’t walk away!” His bravado was fragile, though. He didn’t know what Aranok could do—what his draoidh skill was. Aranok enjoyed the thought that, if he did, he’d only be more scared.


“Allandria!” he called over his shoulder.


“Aranok?”


“This gentleman says he’s going to cut my head off.”


“Already?” She laughed. “We just got here.”


All eyes were on them now. The tavern was silent, the crowd an audience. People were flooding out into the square, drinks still in hand. Others stood in shop doors, careful not to stray too far from safety. Windows filled with shadows.


Cargill’s bravado disappeared in the half-light. “You… you’re… we’re on the same side!”


“Can’t say I’m on the side of stealing from orphans.” Aranok stared hard into his eyes. Fear had taken the man.


“We’ve got a warrant.” Cargill pulled a crumpled mess from his belt and waved it like a flag of surrender. Now he was keen to do the paperwork.


Perhaps they’d get out of this without a fight after all. Unusually, he was grateful for the embellishments of legend. He’d once heard a story about himself, in a Leet tavern, in which he killed three demons on his own. The downside was that every braggart and mercenary in the kingdom fancied a shot at him, which was why he tended to travel quietly—and anonymously. But now and again…


“How much does he owe?” Aranok asked.


“Eight crowns.” Cargill proffered the warrant in evidence. Aranok took it, glancing up to see where the rat had got to. He was too near the wall for Aranok’s liking. The boy was vulnerable.


“Out here,” Aranok ordered. “Now.”


“With that crazy bitch shooting at me?” he whined.


“Thül!” Cargill snapped.


Thül slunk back out into the open, watching the balcony. Sensible boy. Though if this went on much longer, Allandria might struggle to see clearly across the square. He needed to wrap it up.


The warrant was clear. The business owed eight crowns in unpaid taxes and was to be closed unless payment was made in full. Eight bloody crowns. Hardly a king’s ransom—except it was.


Aranok looked up at the boy. “What can you pay?”


“I’ve got three…” he answered.


“You’ve got three or you can pay three?”


“I’ve got three, sir.”


“And food?”


The boy shrugged.


“A bit.”


“Why do you care?” Thül sneered. “Is he yours?”


Aranok closed the ground between them in two steps, grabbed the thief by the throat and squeezed—enough to hurt, not enough to suffocate him. He pulled the angular, dirty face toward his own. Rank breath escaping yellow teeth made Aranok recoil momentarily.


“Why do I care?” he growled.


The thief trembled. He’d definitely underestimated Aranok’s speed.


“I care because I’ve spent a year fighting to protect him. I care because I’ve watched others die to protect him.” He stabbed a finger toward the young blacksmith. “And his parents died protecting you, you piece of shit!”


There were smatterings of applause from somewhere. He released the rat, who dropped to his knees, dramatically gasping for air. Digging some coins out of his purse, Aranok turned to the boy.


“Here. Ten crowns as a deposit against future work for me. Deal?”


The boy looked at the coins, up at Aranok’s face and back down again. “Really?”


“You any good?”


“Yes, sir.” The boy nodded. “Did a lot of Father’s work. Ran the business since he went away.”


“How is business?”


“Slow,” the boy answered quietly.


Aranok nodded. “So do we have a deal?” He thrust his hand toward the boy again.


Nervously, the boy put down one sword and took the coins from Aranok’s hand, tentatively, as though they might burn. He put the other sword down to take two coins from the pile in his left hand, looking to Aranok for reassurance. He clearly didn’t like being defenceless. Aranok nodded. The boy turned to Cargill and slowly offered the hand with the bulk of the coins. Pleasingly, the thug looked to Aranok for approval. He nodded permission gravely. Cargill took the coins and gestured to Thül. They walked quickly back toward the castle, the thief looking up at Allandria as they passed underneath. She smiled and waved him off like an old friend.


Aranok clapped the boy on the shoulder and walked back toward the tavern, now very aware of being watched. It had cost him ten crowns to avoid a fight… and probably a lecture from the king. It was worth it. He really was tired. The crowd returned to life—most likely chattering in hushed tones about what they’d just seen. One man even offered a hand to shake as Aranok walked past; quite a gesture—to a draoidh. Aranok smiled and nodded politely but didn’t take the hand. He shouldn’t have to perform a grand, charitable act before people engaged with him.


The man looked surprised, smiled nervously and ran his hand through his hair, as if that had always been his intention.


Aranok felt a hand on his elbow. He turned to find the boy looking up at him, eyes glistening. “Thank you,” he said. “I… thank you.”


“What’s your name?” Aranok asked. He tried to look comforting, but he could feel the heavy dark bags under his eyes.


“Vastin,” the boy answered.


Aranok shook his hand.


“Congratulations, Vastin. You’re the official blacksmith to the king’s envoy.”


Aranok righted his chair and dramatically slumped down opposite Allandria. The idiot was playing up the grumpy misanthrope, because every eye on the top floor was watching him. He looked uncomfortable. Secretly, she was certain he enjoyed it.


Allandria raised an eyebrow. “Was that our drinking money, by any chance?”


“Some of it…” he answered, more wearily than necessary.


Despite his reluctance, Allandria knew part of him had enjoyed the confrontation—especially since it ended bloodless. The man loved a good argument, if not a good fight—particularly one where he outsmarted his opponent. Not that she’d had any desire to kill the two thugs, but she would have, to save the boy. It was better that Aranok had been able to talk them down and pay them off.


“You could have brought my arrow back,” she teased.


He looked down to where the arrow still stood, proudly embedded in the dirt. It was a powerful little memento of what had happened. Interesting that the boy had left it there too… maybe to remind people he had a new patron.


“Sorry.” He smiled. “Forgot.”


She returned the smile. “No you didn’t.”


“You missed, by the way.”


Allandria stuck out her tongue. “I couldn’t decide who I wanted to shoot more, the greasy little one or the big head in the fancy armour.” The infuriating bugger had an answer to everything. But for all his arrogance, she loved him. He’d looked better, certainly. The war had been kind to no one. His unkempt brown hair was flecked with grey now—even more so the straggly beard he’d grown in the wild. Leathery skin hid under a layer of road dust; green eyes were hooded and dark. But they still glinted with devilment when the two sparred.


“Excuse me…” The serving girl arrived with their drinks. She was a slight, blonde thing, hardly in her teens if Allandria guessed right. Were there any adults left? Aranok reached for his coin purse.


“No, sir.” The girl stopped him, nervously putting the drinks on the table. “Pa says your money’s no good here.”


Aranok looked up at Allandria, incredulous. When they’d come in, he wasn’t even certain they’d be served. Draoidhs sometimes weren’t. Innkeepers worried they would put off other customers. She’d seen it more than once.


Aranok tossed a coin on the table. “Thank you, but tell your pa he’ll get no special treatment from the king on my say-so, or anyone else’s.”


It was harsh to assume they were trying to curry favour with the king now they knew who he was. Allandria hoped that wasn’t it. She still had faith in people, in human kindness. She’d seen enough of it in the last year. Still, she understood his bitterness.


“No, sir,” the girl said. “Vastin’s my friend. His folks were good people. We need more people like you. Pa says so.”


“Doesn’t seem many places want people like me…”


“Hey…” Allandria frowned at him. He was punishing the girl for other people’s sins now. He looked back at her, his eyes tired, resentful. But he knew he was wrong.


“Way I see it”—the girl shifted from foot to foot, holding one elbow protectively in her other hand—“you’ve no need of a blacksmith. A fletcher, maybe”—she glanced at Allandria—“but not a blacksmith. So I want more people like you.”


Good for you, girl.


Allandria smiled at her. Aranok finally succumbed too.


“Thank you.” He picked up the coin and held it out to her. “What’s your name?”


“Amollari,” she said quietly.


“Take it for yourself, Amollari, if not for your pa. Take it as an apology from a grumpy old man.”


Grumpy was fair; old was harsh. He was barely forty—two years younger than Allandria.


Amollari lowered her head. “Pa’ll be angry.”


“I won’t tell him if you don’t,” said Aranok.


Tentatively, the girl took the coin, slipping it into an apron pocket. She gave a rough little curtsy with a low “thank you” and turned to clear the empty mugs from a table back inside the tavern.


The girl was right. Aranok carried no weapons and his armour was well beyond the abilities of any common blacksmith to replicate or repair. He probably had no idea what he’d use the boy for.


Allandria raised the mug to her lips and felt beer wash over her tongue. It tasted of home and comfort, of warm fires and restful sleep. It really was good to be here.


“Balls.” A crack resonated from Aranok’s neck as he tilted his head first one way, then the other.


“What?” Allandria leaned back in her chair.


“I really wanted a night off.”


“Isn’t that what we’re having?” She brandished her drink as evidence. “With our free beer?” She hoped the smile would cheer him. He was being pointlessly miserable.


Aranok rubbed his neck. “We have to see the king. He’s being an arsehole.”


A few ears pricked up at the nearest tables, but he hadn’t said it loudly.


“It can’t wait until tomorrow?” Allandria may have phrased it as a question, but she knew he’d be up all night thinking about it if they waited. “Of course it can’t,” she answered when he didn’t. “Shall we go then?”


“Let’s finish these first,” Aranok said, lifting his own mug.


“Well, rude not to, really.”


Her warm bed seemed a lot further away than it had a few minutes ago.














Chapter 2


“Demon’s balls, woman, how are you still standing?” Glorbad’s orotund belly laugh echoed off the damp stone walls of the Anchor Inn.


Nirea slammed the glass back down on the bar, shook off the burning in her throat and stared triumphantly at the old soldier. He had the gut of a man used to drinking beer. He might be able to drink more than her tonight, but her leaner body would burn it off quicker and leave her feeling fine in the morning. She doubted he’d be able to say the same.


“Live at sea, drink rum,” she slurred. The floor lurched unpleasantly toward her. She leaned heavily on the dark wooden bar until the room went back to its natural shape.


“Whoa, there, Captain!” Glorbad was playing to the crowd. “Don’t spew on my new boots!”


He waggled his battered old leather footwear around for the others to see. They were filthy. There may even have been blood on them, but Nirea’s balance wouldn’t tolerate bending over for a better look. She was in no fit state for… anything. Getting this drunk hadn’t been the plan, but the soldier had a way of making you forget yourself—and a lot of the evening. They should have eaten.


“Shite,” she said, a little louder than she’d intended. “What if we’re summoned tonight? I can’t see the king in this state.”


“It’s past sunset,” the soldier answered. “All the king will want tonight is a bottle of wine and a good seeing to—and I’m not giving him either!”


Glorbad roared again and a number of others joined him.


“Seriously, though…” Nirea tried again. “We’re liaisons to the court now. Should we be more… sober?”


Glorbad put his drink on the bar and drew himself up to his full height. It wasn’t quite Nirea’s, but she was taller than average, and his bulk was mostly horizontal—the stocky chest and rounded belly making him look like a barrel in uniform.


“A year of war is over. The people we’ve lost… I’d rather drink to their memories than lament their deaths.”


A wave of ice swept through Nirea. They’d lost so many. The mood in the bar quickly turned sombre, until Glorbad smiled that infectious, disarming grin again, raising his cup in salute before draining the contents. But when he caught her eyes, the facade wavered, and she saw the same pain, the same horrors buried in shallow graves.


Glorbad waved his cup at the innkeeper and plonked it on the bar for a refill. “Mind that horde of Dead south of Leet?” His voice quiet now. This was not for the crowd.


“Aye.” Of course she remembered. She remembered everything. Every misshapen demon, every shambling corpse. “The bloody stench.”


Glorbad wrinkled his nose. “Fuck, don’t. I’ll lose my lunch.” The stink was the thing people didn’t expect. They’d recount the horror of a man with his guts dangling round his knees or a woman with her ribs split open like some gaping, demonic mouth, but they rarely talked about the absolute reek of decay that crept like fog with the Dead. Half a dozen soldiers emptied their guts before the fight began.


Their ranks seemed endless. Dragged from graves, some fresh from other battles—their own dead sent to wear them down. And how many soldiers survived the battle only to die of infection from filthy, rusted weapons, rotting flesh, or the thick black syrup of Dead blood?


And then they came back.


Another day; another field; another fight. The ones they lost, raised to come against them.


The fresh dead were the greatest danger. They moved faster, fought harder. The armour that failed them in life made them lethal in death. It had taken months to realise what needed done. Well, months to accept it.


Decapitating their own dead. Hacking their bodies beyond use. Preventing their fallen from being used against them. Burning them, when they had time. When it was safe. Whole fields aflame in the dying light, before demons came with the dark.


“Gershin was a good man.” Glorbad’s voice was morose now.


“Aye. Deserved better.” Her second had taken an axe in the neck at Leet. A good man. A good friend. She’d watched the life drain from him and then, screaming, crying, wailing, she’d finished the axe’s work. Watched the blood mat his thick grey beard.


She remembered too much. So she drank rum. “Fuck. We’re getting miserable again. Let’s not get miserable again.”


Glorbad supped from his newly filled cup and found a twinkle of a smile. “Aye. Fucking cheer up, ye miserable bitch.”


Nirea carved a smile on her face and slapped the old goat’s shoulder. “Barkeep! Barkeep! Food, for fuck’s sake. This idiot is trying to kill me!”


The noise of the huge oak doors swinging open echoed around the chamber. Aranok strode in as if he were the king. Allandria followed a few steps behind, nodding apologetically to the two kingsguards he’d completely ignored. She’d never been in Greytoun before. Having lived in Dun Eidyn for so long, she’d come to think of it as home, though her real home was on the other side of the country.


The throne room was longer than Dun Eidyn’s, with pillars stretching along both sides like a guard of honour. Ironic, since the real guards who would have populated the throne room in the kingdom’s traditional seat of power were absent. Only two stood either side of the throne at the far end of the room, silhouetted against the huge fireplace, which burned with the familiar smell of peat.


Eidyn’s colours hung above the hearth. This was the capital—for now.


King Janaeus looked up from the map on the table in front of him as Aranok approached. The soldier next to him swung round, hand on the pommel of his sword. Allandria didn’t recognise him. She hadn’t recognised anyone since they entered the castle, which made her wonder what had happened to all the kingsguards she knew. Janaeus placed a calming hand on the soldier’s arm and nodded. The man stepped back.


Aranok strode forward. “How are they supposed to pay taxes if you shut them all down?”


The king cocked a disapproving eyebrow. “Aranok. Welcome back. I see you’ve been to the tavern.”


“I have,” he answered. “Pleased to see it’s still open.”


Allandria winced. He was pushing his luck—but he had a lot of it here. Still, there were ears that ought not to hear their king addressed this way. Janaeus’s look changed from indulgence to irritation. He turned to the soldier.


“Give us the chamber.”


“Sire.” The man rolled up the map and backed out of the room, the pair of kingsguards following. One glowered at Aranok as he did—the draoidh didn’t notice.


As soon as the doors were shut, Janaeus sat on his throne. “What are you doing?”


“What are you doing?” Aranok barked in return. “Destroying the kingdom yourself now we’ve saved it?”


He was irritated, tired and a little drunk. Whatever safeguards he usually had in place to remind him to speak to the king like a monarch and not as his closest friend were apparently not working.


“What are you talking about?” Janaeus looked genuinely confused.


“I just paid eight crowns in taxes for a fifteen-year-old blacksmith whose parents died in your war, to keep your men from stealing his stock and shutting him down,” Aranok answered. “On top of that, I reckon at least one of the men came from our dungeons. Is that who we are now? We send criminals to steal from honest merchants? You should melt down that fucking crown and call yourself Robber Baron Janaeus!”


The king leaned back in his chair, gesturing to the pair to take two seats alongside the long table. Allandria happily took the invitation to get off her feet. Aranok paused, probably considering whether to remain standing just for the sake of defiance, but finally sat.


Janaeus looked unsure of himself—almost nervous, which was out of character for the man she knew. The lines on the king’s face had deepened substantially since she last saw him, and his hair had whitened. He looked thinner than she remembered. Smaller. His rich blue cloak seemed too big for him; the crown loose on his brow. His thin blonde beard framed gaunt cheeks. It had been a hard year for everyone.


“First of all, keep your voice down.” Janaeus nodded at the chamber doors—and the guards on the other side of them. “You’ve missed a lot.” The king fixed his envoy with a hard stare. “There’s a great deal you don’t understand.”


“Clearly,” Aranok said with equal gravity. “Come on then…?”


Allandria sat quietly. She knew when not to get involved between these two. She’d been privy to a lot of conversations most bodyguards would not have heard. But it had been a long time since she was just the envoy’s bodyguard.


Janaeus scratched at the table absentmindedly. “The kingdom is a god-awful mess, Aranok. It took everything we had to repel Mynygogg—and more. We’ve only been able to contain him in Dun Eidyn. The evil bastard’s not going anywhere, but we’re not getting to him either, with Auldun overrun by Dead. But that’s good. It’s a victory. For now. We have time to lick our wounds. To figure out what we do next. But we’ve had to abandon Auldun and squeeze the residents of our two largest towns into one.”


Only half the population of Auldun, though. Mynygogg had laid siege to the city with demons, then raised the dead to murder the living. Husbands killing wives; mothers killing children. Mynygogg was the first draoidh known to have more than one skill. That they were the two worst—demon summoning and necromancy—was why it had cost them half a kingdom to defeat him. The draoidh had come from nowhere, the reasons for his hatred a mystery. At first, they’d assumed him a conqueror. But all he appeared to want was razing the country to ash and mud.


“The soldiers we have left are starved of supplies and Gardille needs to be almost completely rebuilt,” Janaeus continued. “The Malcanmore Wall is breached in God knows how many places, so the Wilds are teeming with Reivers. The White Thorns are helping, but we are indebted to their faith for their assistance. We can’t pay them. Their own home, Baile Airneach, is under repair by the monks. In the meantime, the demons the Thorns are trained to fight are running free outside the city walls. Right now, what Eidyn needs is soldiers—bodies—not blacksmiths who can’t pay taxes.”


Janaeus breathed out heavily. Aranok stared back across the table. It was as bad—and worse—than they’d feared. Bloody Reivers. Scavengers from the south who’d been raiding Eidyn for generations. The history books said Auld King Malcanmore had built a wall along the southern border in an attempt to keep them out. What they didn’t say was that draoidhs like Aranok probably did the bulk of the work. Something of that size could never have been built by hand alone—not even allowing for the slave labour that was common back then.


Allandria’s parents had been nomads. They’d passed through the Reiver Lands on their way to settle in Eidyn while she was still in her mother’s belly. They had little good to speak about Reivers. A council of chieftains was as close as they had to organised rule. Instead of siding with their fellow humans when Mynygogg’s demons were laying waste to the country, the bastards had plundered what was left while Eidyn was crippled. Parasites.


Aranok sighed before finally speaking again. “And when we run out of weapons to fight with? When our soldiers have no swords and shields—no armour—what then?”


“Aranok, we lost too many people,” the king replied quietly. “I wish we had a soldier for every sword in the kingdom…”


He didn’t need to finish the sentence. The population of Eidyn had been near a million a year ago, at its height. Now it might be half that. The army had taken the brunt of the losses. The strongest, the bravest.


“All right, but come on, Jan. Taxing businesses to death? Mercenary thugs acting as guards? This is the shit we rebelled against Hofnag for! The new Eidyn was supposed to be for the people, wasn’t it?”


Janaeus sighed heavily and spoke slowly. “Yes, Aranok. I know. But as we both know, it’s a lot easier to fire arrows from the dark than to stand up and run a country. Sometimes you have to commit a small evil for a great good.”


“Where’s the good here? He’s a teenage orphan whose father died protecting your throne. He’s been raised forging weapons and armour. What’s he supposed to do?”


The king put a hand across his mouth and looked hard at his friend, as though considering not so much what the blacksmith should do, as what he should do with his envoy. “We need stonemasons. It’s not so different from smithing.”


“So we give up?” Aranok asked. “If all the merchants fail, the people will starve. They are Eidyn. Without them, what are we protecting? Land? Dirt?”


“And if the soldiers desert because they have no food? And the people are slaughtered by Reivers? If Mynygogg escapes Dun Eidyn and rallies his demons? Do we take comfort that the people will die fat?” Janaeus countered.


Aranok shook his head. “This isn’t right. Those people didn’t die so their son could live in poverty—or slavery.”


Janaeus looked to the ceiling. “Slavery,” he said incredulously. “It’s hardly slavery.”


“What would you call being pressed into work against your will?”


Janaeus reached up and adjusted his crown. “You’ve always been my better angel, Aranok. But there are practical considerations.”


The two stared at each other intensely. Allandria’s breathing was suddenly too loud. She picked up an apple from the table, nervously turning it over in her hands. Finally, something changed in the king’s face.


“All right, I’ll give new orders. Businesses failing to pay taxes are not to be closed, but they must surrender stock equivalent to twice the value of their dues.”


“Twice?” the draoidh demanded. “Why twice?”


“If they can’t sell them at market value, what makes you think I can?” It was the first time the king had raised his voice. Aranok had pushed it as far as he should dare. Allandria hoped he saw that.


“Fine. I’m buying the boy’s business. You can take his taxes out of my wage.”


He didn’t see it.


Janaeus frowned. “I don’t pay you a ‘wage.’ You take what you need.”


“I need a blacksmith.” Aranok said it as if it were the simplest thing in the world.


Janaeus sighed again. “Aranok, you’re lucky to come from a wealthy family. You supported a boy today and maybe he’ll benefit from that. But the truth is, we need his hands more than his weapons.”


The draoidh’s face changed at the mention of his home. He hadn’t spoken of his family in some time, but she knew he worried. His parents were old, especially his father. Even their wealth and the walls around Mournside might not have shielded them from the war.


“Have we heard from them?”


Janaeus visibly wilted. “Reports say the town walls are breached.”


“No… Reivers? Demons?” Aranok’s voice cracked. Allandria instinctively put her hand on his. There were no kingsguards to see it, and their relationship was no secret from Janaeus.


The king noticed, and the first hint of a smile played at his mouth. “Worse. Blackened.”


Aranok sucked in a hard breath.


“What?” Allandria’s stomach churned. “How?”


The Meadows had once been a vibrant farming community. Sometime before the war, a vicious plague had broken out, a plague that maddened its victims, leaving them with no thought other than to spread the plague. New victims’ skin blackened immediately under their touch, as if burned, and they too were driven to spread it. They did not eat; they did not sleep; they did not rest. Their bodies withered and died, though the plague somehow kept them alive longer than natural. Untended and abandoned, the Meadows became a wasteland, rechristened the Black Meadows.


The Blackened had made the Black Meadows impassable, but the wasting nature of the disease seemed to prevent its victims from travelling far. They’d never crossed the Black Hills, as they would have to, to reach Mournside.


“Maybe the plague has mutated,” the king answered. “Maybe it has slowed, allowing the carriers to travel farther. Hells, maybe Mynygogg has something to do with it. I honestly don’t know.”


“Lepertoun?” Aranok had found his voice.


The town at the centre of the original outbreak had become an improvised hospice, attracting many of the kingdom’s medics, attempting to find a cure. Allandria hadn’t heard of any contact with them since the war began.


“Nothing,” said Janaeus. “We have to assume they’re dead.”


“All of them? Is nowhere safe outside of Haven? What about Leet?” asked Aranok.


“The port is under siege from pirates. For now, they’re on their own. We can barely protect ourselves. The farmlands at Mutton Hole are plagued by a demon. Crops burned, animals slaughtered. We’re getting sporadic deliveries, but nothing like we need.”


“What are we doing about it?” Aranok’s frustration was visibly growing with each new problem. Allandria squeezed his thigh, hoping to calm him. She was trying to dam a river with a twig.


“Aranok, we’re critically shorthanded. We retreated here. We have to regroup, to rebuild. We need houses—two and three families are sharing one roof. After that, we’ll address one thing at a time.”


Aranok’s fingers drummed on the table. “Let us go, then.”


Janaeus’s eyes widened as he sat up. “Go where?”


“I don’t know! To the farms! We’ll do what we can, then see if we can reach Mournside.”


Allandria didn’t like that. It sounded like a very good way to get killed.


The king waved one hand dismissively. “No. I need you here.”


“I’m useless here. People are dying out there!” Aranok jolted to his feet and pointed out the window, his cheeks flushed red.


The two stared at each other again. The king finally broke the silence.


“Let me think about it. Give me some time.” Janaeus gestured up and down at his friend. “Take a bath. Shave. Rest.”


Aranok nodded—the fire burned out, for now. A bath sounded fabulous to Allandria. She was sure she probably stank to Heaven, but surrounded by others who all smelled as bad, it had been hard to tell.


“Tomorrow,” said Aranok.


Janaeus rolled his eyes. “One night?”


Aranok’s voice dropped low. “My family’s probably dead if the Blackened are in Mournside. I’m not going to get much rest.”


Janaeus looked hard at Aranok, as if contemplating some greater issue than letting his envoy leave the castle. He had more to consider than his friend’s safety. Finally, he nodded silently. Aranok turned and started back toward the doors.


“Your Majesty?” Allandria’s mouth was horribly dry. She swallowed, wondering whether she’d even be able to get the question out, but the subject hadn’t come up naturally. “Lochen?”


Janaeus smiled. It was the first time she’d seen anything like genuine pleasure in his light blue eyes since they arrived. “As far as I know, Lochen stands.”


Allandria breathed again. The tightness in her chest relaxed. Her home was safe—as safe as anywhere in Eidyn anyway. She crossed her hands on her chest and gave a slight bow. “Thank you.”


Aranok had stopped at the door, waiting for her to join him. As she moved to catch up, Janaeus called to him. “Aranok.”


“What?”


“You’re not going to Mournside. It’s too dangerous. I’ll think about the rest.”


Aranok cocked his head in a noncommittal way.


Janaeus softened. “It really is good to see you again.” There was an odd sadness in his eyes, Allandria thought. A bittersweet look, as if he were seeing a childhood toy again.


“You too.” Aranok’s answer lacked the same warmth.


Samily listened to the crackle of the fire. She breathed in the thick, earthy smell of the burning peat and felt the warmth tingling across her skin, raising the hair on her arms. It was good to be warm. It was good to sit on a rug. She breathed deeply, slowly, expanding her belly with each breath as she’d been taught. Light and shadow danced together across her eyelids. She relaxed every muscle, let every aching joint rest. She was liquid, melting ice. Free and floating.


Gentle footsteps behind her. She breathed deeply one last time and opened her eyes.


“Good evening, Brother. How may I serve you?”


“Hello, Samily. How are you?” Brother Meristan’s deep, soothing voice.


She uncrossed her legs and stood, turning to face him in one movement. “I am well, thank God.” In outside society, it was impolite not to ask after the health of someone who had done so for you, but the Order of the White Thorns was not the rest of the world. For a knight to ask any question of their masters, they had to have an extremely good reason. Otherwise, they answered what they were asked.


“Good, good. I have whisky. May I offer you a glass?” He raised the bottle, amber liquid sparkling in the firelight.


“Thank you, Brother, but not tonight.” She was tired, and sitting up drinking whisky with Meristan never ended early.


The monk poured himself a measure and swilled it around the glass. He ran his hand over his bald head, considering some imponderable mystery in the drink. Meristan was a huge man, strongly built, with a thick beard that, combined with his lack of hair, had made the young Samily think God had put his face on upside down. She’d sometimes stood on her head, just to see how he looked. Meristan had pretended not to notice her giggles, but she was sure he’d known. He was a perceptive man.


Samily’s feet began to throb again, being forced to stand still so soon after getting off them. But it was not for her to move the conversation forward. Meristan would address her, or he would leave, and she would stand here until he did one or the other.


“Sit, Samily, please.”


He indicated a chair next to the fire. She took it and he slowly sank into the one opposite. His large frame made it look tiny compared with her identical one. The chamber was simple, but warm and comfortable. Normally, knights were not permitted in a brother’s rooms, but so much of Baile Airneach was damaged that rooms with intact roofs were somewhat rare—hence why he’d invited her here when she’d arrived that evening, wet, dirty and exhausted.


“May I ask you a question, Samily?”


She had never been asked permission by a monk of the Order to do anything.


“Of course, Brother.”


“What do you think of me?”


“I’m sorry?” Samily asked, confused.


“It’s all right, I give you permission to speak honestly. Please. I want to know.”


Meristan sipped at his drink and looked across at her with something unfamiliar in his eyes. Had she to guess, she’d have called it loss.


“You are an excellent master, Brother Meristan. I could ask for no better.” Of course, he was so much more than that. He’d found her. Raised her. Made her who she was.


Meristan shook his head.


“No… no, that’s not what I mean.” He sighed. “I’m asking the wrong person.”


Meristan stood and crossed to the door. “I’m sorry. Go back to your meditation.”


“Brother?” Samily didn’t understand what was happening. What did he want her to say?


Meristan turned back to her. “You’ve given me the only answer you can, Samily. I understand. It just isn’t what I need.”


Meristan opened the door and stepped out.


“You’re wise!” Samily shouted after him, before she even realised she intended to speak. Instinctively, she clapped a hand across her mouth, looking at the back of his head for some trace of reaction.


He turned back into the room. “Go on.”


She slowly moved the hand from her mouth. “And kind. Caring… caring too.”


Without a word, he returned to his chair and gazed at the fire. Samily sat on the edge of her seat, wondering whether she should speak again but terrified of saying the wrong thing.


“I have been summoned by the king, Samily,” he said, not looking up. “He is forming some sort of council and has asked me to represent the Order. I don’t know why. I’m no warrior, no politician.”


Despite his size and strength, Meristan had always been a man of peace. Samily couldn’t remember seeing him raise even his voice in anger, never mind a weapon.


“There is so much to do here. I’m more use with stone and mortar—not sitting in a castle pushing pieces around a map.”


“The king is also wise, Brother. If he sees a need for your counsel, perhaps you have more to offer than you imagine. There are others here who can do your work. I will stay, if you like.”


“Actually, I was hoping you wouldn’t.”


That wasn’t the reaction she’d expected. “Brother?”


“I should have left already, Samily, but… I didn’t. I was waiting for something, I suppose. And here you are. I’d like you to come with me, if you will.”


“Of course. The Wilds are treacherous. You should have an escort.”


Meristan smiled. “Thank you, Samily. I hoped you would agree.”


He had no need to hope. No knight of the White Thorns would refuse a brother of the Order. They spoke with the voice of God. To say no would be heresy.


“Of course.” She bowed her head.


“We’ll leave in the morning. I’m sorry you won’t get more rest. I hope the clean clothes and polished armour will help to make up for it.”


The fresh garments did feel good, and she looked forward to seeing her pure white armour shine in the sun tomorrow, once the apprentices had finished with it. The armour of the White Thorns was legendary and as much a part of their weaponry as their blades, their skill and their faith. Many enemies had surrendered or run upon seeing the White. Even demons had learned to be wary of them, as much as their largely mindless nature allowed. But the Reivers she’d been clearing from the Wilds on the way home—they knew better. They attacked in numbers. Even then, sometimes they ran.


“Brother? Perhaps you should wear armour for the journey? It could help us to pass unmolested.”


Meristan smiled at her—again with that odd look in his eyes.


Sadness? What was it?


“Thank you, child. As much as it would be an honour, none but an ordained knight can wear the armour of the White Thorns. It would be an insult to the memory of those who died wearing it if anyone could pick it up and pretend to be their equal.”


“But you are not any man! You are the leader of the Holy Council. The head of the Order.”


“Only because I survived, Samily. Only because I did not die protecting our country, when better men did.”


“You guided our forces. Without you, more would have been lost!”


Meristan looked again into the fire. “I’m not sure. It doesn’t feel vital.”


He stood, waving Samily back to her seat when she instinctively moved as well. He looked down at her for a moment, then reached out to caress her cheek, as he’d often done when she was little. It was familiar and comforting. He gave her a watery smile, crossed the room and exited silently.


What in Heaven’s name was wrong? She’d never seen him so small, so beaten. His body had survived, but his spirit? There was one thing she could do for him. She returned to her meditation and prayed—prayed that the greatest man she’d ever known would remember who he was.


“Something’s wrong.”


Aranok sat up. It was good to feel a soft bed beneath him. But odd. It had been a long time. The clean sheets were a pleasure. The warm bath had scrubbed the dirt from him and revealed a few injuries he hadn’t been aware of. At least one, a gash on his ankle, probably should have been sewn at the time. Hardly worth worrying about now. It wasn’t infected and would heal.


“What do you mean?” Allandria too was now clean. As she slipped out of her robe by the fire, Aranok found himself watching her intently. It had been so long since they were together like this. It was almost as if he were seeing her for the first time; he couldn’t remember the last. His eyes traced the crisscrossing scars on her back and shoulders; on her arms; across her breast. The biggest one, the jagged tear on her stomach, which had a match on her lower back—the time she’d taken an arrow meant for him. He’d pressed a torn scrap of cloth against it, screaming for a medic, begging her not to go.


There was nobody he trusted more. In the firelight the scars were not so vivid. If he squinted, he imagined he could see her body the way it once was: smooth, undamaged, innocent. He felt an adolescent rush of anticipation as she walked toward him.


“With Janaeus,” he finally replied. “He’s keeping something from me.”


Allandria lifted the blanket and slipped in beside him, putting her head on his chest. Where her olive skin came against his, he felt a spark, raising the hairs on his neck. She was warm, safe, exciting. Her leg moved across his and he felt a tingling in response to the smoothness of her inner thigh. Tilting his head, he breathed in the lavender smell of her.


“You’re thinking too much,” she said. “You haven’t seen him in an age and he’s just finished waging a war. With all he’s got to consider, is it any wonder he’s on edge?”


She didn’t sound sure. She sounded like she wanted that to be true. Truth was, so did he. But it wasn’t.


“It’s not that. I’m worried it’s…” He couldn’t finish the sentence. Speaking his fear out loud would make it real.


“Mournside?”


He nodded, clenching and unclenching his fist.


“You think he knows more about your family?”


“I can’t think of anything else he’d be afraid to tell me. You saw how much he doesn’t want me to go.”


Allandria propped her forearm across his chest and looked directly into his eyes. “I understand you’re worried. But please don’t look for more reasons to fret. Take your friend at his word. Let’s try to relax. We have this beautiful room.”


It was a lovely room. The wooden four-poster bed sat against one wall, draped with deep red curtains. There was a large, ornate wardrobe opposite, a dressing table with a mirror by the window, and a chest of drawers beyond that. In the corner were wooden doors opening onto a balcony that looked out to sea. Only Janaeus’s room was likely grander than this. He’d forgotten, over the past year, what it was like to have the practical comforts of his position. He’d been used to sleeping in an inn if he was lucky, and on the ground more often than not.


“There’s plenty of time for worrying tomorrow.” She stroked the back of her hand across his cheek. “And you’re all smooth.”


“Aye.” He smiled. “The beard had to go.”


“Were we calling that a beard?” Allandria frowned in mock curiosity.


“Ouch.” She giggled. Her laugh was contagious and there was little more he wanted in the world right now than to listen to it. She smiled up at him, and he traced the line of her elegant cheekbone with the back of his finger. “I love you.”


“Quite right.” She leaned up and kissed him. Lightning spread across his lips.


They spent the next hours lost in each other, forgetting everything else. The war, Mournside, the Blackened, all of it was gone as her love soothed him. It was exhilarating, wonderful and completely right.


Then they slept like the dead.














Chapter 3


The sickly sweet air of alcohol and sweat turned Aranok’s stomach. Across the table sat what he assumed was the primary source: a fat, bearded man with a ripe nose. The woman next to him wasn’t quite as grey, though the bloodshot eyes that matched her shock of red hair betrayed she should still be asleep.


The main door of the small, round chamber opened and a kingsguard rigidly stepped in. The man and woman stood immediately; Allandria followed them a moment later. Aranok reluctantly got to his feet too. For appearances. The guard stepped back and held the door for the king, then closed it behind him. Janaeus gave Aranok a slightly perturbed look—not marked enough that anyone but he—and maybe Allandria—would notice. All four remained standing until the king sat and gestured for them to do the same. “Ladies, gentlemen.”


“Your Majesty,” the others replied.


Janaeus turned to him. “Aranok, in your absence, I began forming an advisory council. This is Glorbad, representing the army, and Nirea, for the navy. I’ve also sent for a representative from the White Thorns.”


Allandria’s raised eyebrows suggested she was as surprised as Aranok. They didn’t seem like leaders. It didn’t matter much anyway—he was leaving today, and Janaeus could spend his time with whatever drunkards he liked.


“Aranok,” the king continued, “is my envoy. This is his personal bodyguard, Allandria.”


Nirea stood and offered her hand across the table. “Heard of you, of course. Good to meet you.”


Aranok accepted the handshake. “And you.”


She repeated the gesture with Allandria. Glorbad did not rise, only nodding at Aranok.


“Bodyguard…” he said ambiguously.


Aranok smiled and cocked his head. He wasn’t sure what to make of the soldier. Was he mocking him, or was it just the usual army bravado? Was he an arsehole or just a soldier?


“Have we met?”


“I doubt it, son. I’d remember meeting somebody as famous as you.”


Arsehole.


Aranok said nothing for long enough that the silence became awkward.


“You’re doing well if you can remember where you live.” Nirea slapped his arm playfully.


The king reclaimed control of the conversation. “Aranok, you asked for permission to do something.”


“I did.” Aranok turned to him, unsure of where this was going. Did Janaeus expect him to convince this “council” before he left? That wasn’t going to happen. He was going either way—it would just be easier when he came back if Janaeus gave permission now.


“There is a way you could help the kingdom,” Janaeus continued, “but it’s dangerous. I won’t order you to go.”


“Everything is dangerous at the moment,” said Aranok.


The king nodded gravely and tapped a finger on the table.


“All right then. Taneitheia, the deposed queen of Gaulle, is in hiding at Barrock Castle with a small retinue. I allowed it to be thought she was gone, for her own safety, but she remains there under guard.”


“She does?” Nirea was clearly surprised.


Glorbad stifled a burp. “What use is a deposed queen?”


Janaeus ignored the interruption. “I understand that there is an uprising amongst her people. They want her back. Her son has not been a popular monarch. If you can get her safely home to her country…”


Aranok looked at him questioningly. How was this helpful?


“We need allies.” The king answered his unspoken question.


“You want us to take her to Gaulle?” Aranok asked.


“I’ve been considering it for a while. If we put her back on the throne of Gaulle, she’d be even more indebted to us. We’d have a powerful ally against the Reivers. And Mynygogg, should it come to that.”


When it comes to that.


“Aye, makes sense.” Glorbad pursed his mouth thoughtfully.


“No,” Aranok replied flatly. “We’ll be days sailing to Gaulle. Putting her back on the throne could take months. Years. You said yourself the farmlands are urgent.”


Janaeus regarded him curiously. Nirea’s face drained of what little colour it had, just as Glorbad’s somehow got redder. Allandria had heard the two speak frankly before. To the others, this probably seemed treasonous. But Aranok wasn’t going to be battered into a bad plan for fear of embarrassing his king.


“All right, go to the farms first. Do what you can about the demon. Then go to Barrock.”


Aranok took a long, deep breath, never taking his eyes off his old friend.


“What about Mournside?”


Jan swiped the air with his hand as if to cut off some phantom’s head. “Absolutely not. If the Blackened are in there… Get Taneitheia from Barrock. Do not go to Mournside.”


Aranok looked across at the other two. How far could he push Janaeus without undermining his friend’s authority? Well, it was permission to leave. Aranok nodded silently, making sure to seem a little put out at the rebuttal.


The king smiled. “Excellent. You should go tonight. There’s a new moon. You have the best chance of getting out of the walls undetected in the dark.”


Aranok turned to Allandria. She shrugged and nodded.


“We’ll be ready,” he said.


“Thank you.” Janaeus sat looking at Aranok thoughtfully, as if considering whether to say something else. Aranok stayed quiet—if this was a contest, he had no intention of losing.


“Are we adjourned, Your Majesty?” Glorbad shifted uncomfortably in his seat.


Janaeus’s gaze lingered on Aranok a moment longer before he turned to the soldier. “We are. You should prepare.”


“Prepare?” The soldier paused as he stood.


“We’re going with them,” Nirea answered. “Why else would we be here?”


“You are,” the king confirmed. “We can’t spare any soldiers, Aranok, but a small band can travel more quickly and quietly anyway. These two will provide you with all you should need to survive, whatever you face.”


Aranok looked at his new companions. They would make it more complicated. Disobeying orders wasn’t an issue for him, and he could easily make a troop of grunts do what he said—but these two?


“They’re under my command?” He was asking the king, but he looked directly into Glorbad’s eyes as he spoke.


“Yes,” Janaeus answered. Glorbad bristled, the corner of his mouth curling.


“Fine.” Aranok held the soldier’s gaze a moment before turning to the women. “We leave at nightfall. Meet at the West Gate. Pack light.” He turned back to the soldier. “Come sober.”


Aranok made to leave, but the king’s voice stopped him. “Aranok. Please stay a moment. The rest of you are dismissed.”


So he wanted to talk to him in private after all. Aranok stood with his arms crossed as the other three passed out of the room. Allandria closed the door behind them. He waited a moment for them to move away from the door. “What?”


Janaeus still looked tired, haunted. “I’m sorry. About Mournside. I really am. I hoped things would be better. But what I’ve… what we’ve built here, what we’ve accomplished, it’s vulnerable. It’s fragile. One crack could bring it all down. I wanted things to go differently; I hoped there was a way to make it work, but…” He looked to the ceiling.


“But what?” Aranok asked, sitting again. “Tell me.”


“Aranok, I’ve had to make decisions. Choices I didn’t want to make. The world is complex. There are no simple answers. I know you think I’m wrong—I’ve made mistakes. And you’re right. I have. But here we are. We have to work with what we have. I’m trying to make a better world. For draoidhs. For all of us.”


“I know.” Aranok softened. “The better Eidyn.”


“Yes.” The king lit up enthusiastically. “Yes. The better Eidyn. You understand.”


Of course he understood. They’d talked for years about how they wanted to improve the country. It was why they’d risen up against Hofnag, deposed the old bastard and taken the throne for Janaeus. To make a country where people earned enough to live, could be educated and healthy. Where taxes were affordable. Where landed lairds couldn’t extract punitive rents and live fat off their tenants’ labour. Where draoidhs were protected from ignorance and poison. Where the law was decent and just, not a weapon for the crown to subjugate dissent.


The better Eidyn.


People had died for that vision. Had the end been worth the price?


Maybe it was just too early to say. Or too late for regrets.


Allandria followed the other two down the corridor. They were conspicuously quiet—obviously waiting for her to be out of earshot before they discussed what had happened. It was an awkward situation, and it was only going to get worse. Maybe she could salve a few wounds now, before they festered. “Listen, don’t take it personally. He doesn’t trust new people.”


Glorbad turned back to her. “That’s fine. I don’t trust him either.”


“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Nirea slapped the soldier’s arm.


“What?” Glorbad snapped back. “I don’t.”


“He’s the envoy and he’s just been put in charge of us. You’re supposed to be a soldier. Show some respect.”


“I’ll maybe show some deference when he gives the king due respect. And if you don’t think I’m behaving like a soldier, woman, you don’t know enough soldiers.” Glorbad puffed out his chest like a rooster.


Aranok had a bad habit of leaving arguments in his wake. The inevitable outcome of being pissed off by someone you couldn’t tell to go to Hell was that you’d do exactly that to the next person who gave you a reason—even if they didn’t.


Allandria put out her hands, gesturing for calm. “Just give him time, please. He can be difficult but he’s”—extremely irritating?—“sort of brilliant, in his own way. You have to get to know him.”


Nirea nodded quietly.


“You know what? I don’t.” The soldier turned and bustled away. Allandria could almost hear his teeth grinding. She looked at Nirea and sighed.


“He can be a prick, but he’s all right really,” the sailor said.


“I know the type.”


This was definitely going to get worse.


Darginn Argyll’s knees creaked worse than the wooden steps. Too many damned stairs in this building. When the king’s messengers had to evacuate Auldun, they’d taken on the old customs building in Havenport. He’d have been grateful if Madu had chosen an office on the ground floor. Instead, his summons from the head messenger dragged him up three flights to take orders.


The real shite of it was, coming back down would be worse. Made his knees burn like they’d been stabbed with a hot poker. He could’ve done with more rest before being sent back out.


During the war, a messenger’s job had been vital. Rather than delivering news to the country, he’d been delivering orders to troops. Damn sight more dangerous than messengering was meant to be.


His main worry was normally bandits. Though most knew the penalty for interfering with a king’s messenger was execution, the Reivers had no care for Eidyn’s laws. They raided for whatever they wanted—and sometimes knowing the news of the land was useful.


Darginn might not be a fighter, but he was wily—and that had served him well when negotiating Dead and demons as well as Reivers.


Staying off main roads—listening, watching, always alert. Always quiet. That was how he stayed alive.


Plenty of his fellows hadn’t. Sent out with orders that never arrived—what was left of them likely joining Mynygogg’s putrid army. A chill crept up Darginn’s skull at the thought of the draoidh. How he could do what he’d done—slaughter innocent folk, women and children turned to shambling corpses. What sort of a man could do that?


Darginn was a man of peace. Damn sight easier than war. Live free and tread lightly. A lot of people didn’t like draoidhs. Some thought they were “ungodly.” Some called them inhuman. Some were just scared. Maybe all of them were, he reckoned. Seemed like most things people hated were just what scared them. Darginn reckoned maybe those who screamed about what a draoidh might do were just telling what they might do themselves, granted the power.


But Hells if Mynygogg hadn’t proved them right. Damn shame too.


Mynygogg had never asked for aught. Never negotiated. Never demanded. Just killed.


The draoidh must once have been a man, but there couldn’t be much man left to commit such evil. No man’s soul could withstand that weight. Maybe the magic took him. Demonology and necromancy? Maybe his mind was broken. Maybe he was born bad.


Whatever he’d been, he was a monster now.


Darginn rapped lightly on the office door.


“Come.” Madu’s voice was flat, efficient. She’d been the calm at the centre of the war. Always in control, never flustered. The woman had iron nerves.


The chamber was an odd hybrid of office and living quarters. The main area was a cluttered mess of clothes and furniture. Ornate sofa. Silk scarves. But a regal old desk surveyed the room from a raised bit of floor to Darginn’s right, where Madu studied some curiosity. Younger than him, but not much, the head messenger wore a cream dress with navy trim, her greying hair up in something between a braid and a bun.


“Darginn. Good. This is for you.” She folded the paper she’d been reading, stamped it with the royal seal and proffered it. “Take it directly to Lestalric, for the baroness only. Leave immediately.”


“Immediately? I’d hoped…” He’d hardly been home five minutes. Barely seen his family. He’d hoped to spend more time with them. Eat Isadona’s sausage casserole. See Liana while she was still young enough to laugh at her grandad’s silly faces. But mostly, aye mostly, to rest. Darginn’s bones ached with the memories of war.


“Immediately, I’m afraid. King’s orders.” Madu’s eyes seemed to soften, just a touch. Just for a moment. Her life had been chaos as much as his—the mess of her chambers was testament to that. She was usually one for impeccable standards, her office a beacon of order. “All right. Go home. Say goodbye to your family. But be on the Nor Loch ferry tonight. Without fail.”


It was better than nothing. He’d hoped whatever was needed from him would keep a few days. But Lestalric wasn’t too bad. Deliver the message, stay a night—he’d be back within the week.


He could do that.


Darginn stuffed the missive in his vest and nodded graciously. “Thank you, messenger.”


“Thank you, Darginn. The king appreciates your service.”


Darginn turned and braced his old knees for the stairs.


Vastin carefully put his face over the bubbling pot and felt the warm steam flow over his face. His stomach grumbled as the weak aroma of chicken and vegetables reached his nostrils. The broth was a few days old, so he was careful to boil it long enough. He drew back, stirring it gently—the way his mother had taught him, to keep any meat left in it from sticking to the bottom.


It had been a quiet day. He’d seen little benefit in trade from his new benefactor. Just a woman looking for a knife sharpened. Should he bother to open the forge tomorrow? Maybe he’d spend the day hunting instead. It was supposed to be safer inside the city walls, but safety was little use to him if he starved to death. He sat back and looked around the small stone room. The firelight made it look warm—almost inviting—but in every stone, every piece of furniture, he saw his parents. Childhood memories he would never make again. As he grew older, they would only become more distant. He’d think about them less. Staying here was difficult, but it kept his memories crisp. The pain made them sharp.


He cocked his head. Footsteps approaching the door. He’d closed up at sunset. There was no reason for anyone to be coming here now. They stopped, as far as he could tell, right outside. Then nothing. Vastin sat perfectly still, listening.


Who comes to a door and doesn’t knock? Nobody with good intentions.


Quietly, the boy put his spoon back in the pot and lifted the large silver axe from near the fire. It could be the men from yesterday, or thieves taking advantage of him being alone, knowing he had come into some coin. He crept to the side of the door as silently as possible and lifted the weapon over his shoulder. He may not have much, but damned if he was going to let anyone take it. Not while there was breath in his body.


Finally, a gentle knocking.


“Vastin?”


The voice was familiar, friendly, but he couldn’t place it.


“Vastin. Are you there?”


That was enough. Vastin felt a wave of relief. He sighed, lowered the axe and warmly opened the door. It was a voice he would not forget as long as he lived.


“Sire! Please, come in.”


Aranok smiled as he entered the blacksmith’s home. It was basic and efficient: bed in the corner with a cloth sheet hung as a makeshift curtain. The workshop took up most of the space, along with the stock Vastin couldn’t sell to buy the food that should have been over the fire. There was a weak smell of something, though.


The boy put down an impressive axe and closed the door behind him. He obviously wasn’t expecting visitors. Not friendly ones anyway. Understandable.


“Don’t call me sire, please.”


“All right,” Vastin agreed, slightly timidly. “What may I call you?”


“My friends just use my name.”


Vastin smiled broadly. Aranok had debated with himself for most of the day whether this was a good idea, and changed his mind several times. The boy was young and deserved to get older. But Janaeus, he hated to concede, had a point. If nobody was buying weapons and armour, how could a blacksmith make a living? Pots and door hinges might just keep him alive—but they clearly weren’t where the boy’s talents lay. There was a good chance he’d end up press-ganged into the army one way or another. At best, that might be a few years off.


Was it a good idea?


“I have a proposition for you.” Aranok idly stroked the edge of the fireplace.


“Yes, sire…” Vastin paused, realising his error. “I mean… what may I do for you, Laird Aranok? Do you need repairs?”


“No.” Aranok winced at laird. It was strictly accurate, but he had never been comfortable with it. His father was the laird.


The boy looked up at him patiently. Aranok watched the fire dance around the old black pot for a moment, then turned to the rack of weapons. Better he learn how to fight now, while Aranok could at least keep an eye on him.


“Did your father teach you how to use these?”


“He did,” the boy answered. “Knowing how to use a weapon gives a better understanding of how to make it—you get the balance.”


“Your father was a wise man.” Aranok smiled at him uncomfortably. He’d never been good with grief, his own or anyone else’s. “Which are you most competent with?”


“I’m good with a short sword, but I prefer the axe.” He nodded at the weapon he’d just put down.


“And armour? Do you have armour?”


“Yes, sir. My father adjusted his old set for me before he left.”


“Excellent. Come on.” Aranok set off back to the door.


“Where are we going?” the boy asked, confused. “What should I bring?”


“You hungry?”


“I have some chicken broth.” Vastin nodded to the thin concoction bubbling in the pot.


Aranok looked at it with a mixture of disdain and self-consciousness. He didn’t want to insult the boy, but it was a pitiful excuse for a meal. “Douse the fire. We’re going to the tavern for roast lamb.”


“I can’t afford lamb,” Vastin protested quietly.


“I know,” said Aranok. “But I can’t have my new personal blacksmith travelling on an empty stomach.”














Chapter 4


Vastin’s stomach threatened to crawl, growling up his gullet as the sweet smell of roast lamb and rosemary breathed into him. For a moment, he all but forgot he was sitting across from one of the most powerful people in Eidyn. But if he wasn’t, he’d not have been anywhere near the steaming plate that had appeared in front of him.


“Thank you, Amollari.” Laird Aranok winked and pushed his cupped hand across the table. Amollari’s eyes widened and she glanced over her shoulder before quickly picking up whatever he’d been covering and slipping it into her apron. A tip, likely. He’d heard the wealthy did that sometimes—gave extra money for good service. Vastin had never had that kind of coin. But if he had, Amollari would have earned it. She was always smiling and somehow smelled of heather and sunshine despite her work. And she was kind. Always kind. More than once in the last months she’d slipped Vastin some offcut meat or a chunk of pie. Days he’d really needed it. It had often been her packages that kept his stew more than broth, that kept his stomach from cramping.


Vastin didn’t know if her da knew what she was doing, and he was afraid to ask in case… in case he broke it, somehow. In case he made it awkward for her—for both of them. So he just thanked her and took what she was able to give him with good grace.


The way his mother would have.


Amollari smiled and curtseyed to Laird Aranok, gave Vastin a quick glance—did her smile widen a little?—and disappeared back through the crowd.


People had been watching them since they arrived. A pair of old women at the bar had abruptly stopped twittering and spoken to each other in hushed tones behind hands when they’d ordered food. A man with a thin beard and weathered cheeks had almost choked on his ale when they sat down. And even now, Vastin felt eyes on the back of his head. But it didn’t matter.


In front of him was the finest meal he’d seen in an age, and he was all but drooling over it.


But was it rude to eat before his host? He was sure that was something he’d been told, once. He wasn’t sure how lairds and ladies dined, and he’d no desire to embarrass himself in the Chain Pier of all places. So he sat with his head slightly bowed, looking for a sign from the king’s envoy that he should eat.


“Hells, don’t wait for an invitation, tuck in!” Laird Aranok waved a hand at the plate.


The first mouthful fell apart between his teeth and he felt the heat of it slide down into his stomach. It grumbled in appreciation and desire.


God it was good.


There was little conversation then, as he wolfed down the plate. A slight bout of nausea nearly stopped him at one point, but a timely burp disguised as a cough had him quickly settled.


Laird Aranok still had half a plate left when Vastin finished, leaving him sitting in awkward silence, watching his benefactor eat and wondering why he was there. The silence quickly became painful.


“Laird… may I ask you a question?” Why had he said that? What in Hells was he going to ask?


The envoy nodded. Now what? What conversation could he start that would interest a man like him? He should ask about him. Something he’d enjoy talking about. The war…? No, Vastin didn’t want to hear about that. Not yet. The rebellion. He could ask about the rebellion.


“You helped Janaeus take the throne? From Hofnag?”


Laird Aranok’s eyebrows rose and he paused chewing a moment to smile gently. “I did.”


“Why’d everyone hate him? I mean, I hear talk—people say he was a right… um, bastard. But, I mean, how…?”


“How was he a bastard?”


“Aye.”


The envoy swallowed, took a deep breath and sat back. “How old are you? Fifteen?” Vastin nodded. “So you’d have been, what, ten, eleven during the rebellion?” Another nod. He remembered it, but it had felt distanced from his life. Vastin’s parents had stayed home and the fighting never really reached Haven. Mostly, he remembered business was good. The king was all but ordering weaponry by weight.


Oh.


That meant his father had made the weapons used against King Janaeus and Laird Aranok. He’d probably not mention that.


Aranok leaned forward, beckoning Vastin to do the same. “There were a lot of reasons,” he said quietly. “He was bigoted against draoidhs, for a start. When he inherited the throne from his mother, he could have repealed a lot of the old laws about performing magic, but he didn’t. If anything, he enforced them harder. And at the same time, there wasn’t much protection for us either.” A waver in the envoy’s eyes suggested something difficult, and Vastin regretted asking the question. This wasn’t where he’d thought it would lead. “If a draoidh was attacked—even killed—there wasn’t much effort made to find the criminal. It was a bad time to be draoidh.”


Vastin hadn’t known that. He hadn’t really known a draoidh before—that he was aware of. All he’d heard about Hofnag were complaints about taxes—and his own experience didn’t suggest Janaeus was any better about that. There must have been more, though, he thought. But this line of conversation had already gotten a bit uncomfortable. Maybe he could change the course a bit.


“How does magic work? Like, how do you make stuff just”—Vastin waved a hand—“happen?”


Aranok laughed warmly. That was good. “What do you want to know?”


Vastin shrugged. He hadn’t really thought any further than that.


When he said nothing, the envoy spoke anyway. “Well, we don’t know everything. There are masters at the university dedicated to expanding our knowledge of magic—where it comes from, why it works, why only some people can access it. What we know is that there are different skills. I’m an earth draoidh, which gives me power over the elements: earth, air, fire, water, light and gravity—the force that pulls us to earth. But there are others—physic, energy, illusion, nature, metamorph—those are the most common. And there are the darker skills, necromancy and demonology. Rarer.”


“Mynygogg had both?”


“Mmm. Unique, as far as we know. No draoidh has ever had more than one skill.”


He didn’t want to talk about Mynygogg. Not yet. Laird Aranok picked at the remnants of his dinner. But he hadn’t really answered Vastin’s question. At least, not in the way he now realised he meant.


“But, how do you…? Is it like speaking? Or breathing? Can you just do it?”


The envoy nodded and swallowed his mouthful. “I see what you’re asking. Sort of, yes. In that, at first, you can just do it. One day, as a child, you do something—a reflex, an instinct. Then you know. But you can’t control it. When you’re young, it just… happens, sporadically. Dangerously. So we learn to control it. With gestures and incantations—words used to focus the magic.”


“Oh.” That was pretty interesting, actually. He hadn’t seen the envoy do magic, but he wanted to. Part of him wished the big bastard who’d tried to rob him hadn’t backed down. It would have been interesting to see what Laird Aranok could have done. If he was honest, though, at the time, he’d probably been too scared to appreciate it.


“Does that answer your question?” The envoy picked up his knife and stabbed the final stray piece of lamb.


“I think so.” He had more questions now. Like how did they know what gestures and words to use, and who first made them and why did they work? But he didn’t want to be the annoying schoolchild, so he stowed them for another time.


Aranok wiped an edge of gravy off the little blade and set it beside his plate.


“Good. Because I have a question for you.”


The moon rose, a light sliver over the dark trees. Nirea watched through the slit in the West Gate. It was eerily beautiful. The night air smelled of grass and mud over the nearby torches. She stood near enough one to feel its heat.


There should have been several large, experienced guards here, but the solitary soul on duty was barely a man. Thin and hawkish, he hardly looked capable of lifting his sword over his head, never mind fighting anything that breached the gate. Thankfully, the massive, dark oak barrier was engraved with runes that made it near impossible to break through. Nirea traced one with her finger, black where the hot blade had scorched the wood. Had Aranok himself dug these intricate patterns?


Nirea hadn’t known many draoidhs, but those she’d met had been decent folk. She’d had a girl on one of her boats for a while, Mirala. She was handy with water and wind; useful talents at sea. But her romantic vision of life on the wave hadn’t braced her for the crude reality. The sea made you hard, and hard men were cruel. Mirala had barely lasted one season. Last Nirea heard she’d gone back to the university in Traverlyn.


Damned shame. She was a hell of an asset in battle.


“Bloody magic.”


Nirea turned to see her drinking companion had joined her. He cut a more impressive figure in his armour. He also looked as if, like her, he’d spent much of the day sleeping. Still a grumpy sod, though. “It’s bloody magic that’s keeping us safe.”


Glorbad shook his head. “We put too much faith in that stuff. We’re lazy, off guard. Who knows when something like that”—he stabbed a finger at the gate—“might fail and leave us with just this to protect us?”


The guard looked down from the wall to see Glorbad’s accusatory hand waving in his direction. He stood up straight and threw back his shoulders but still looked like a wee boy in his daddy’s armour.


Nirea put an arm around Glorbad’s shoulders, turned him away and whispered, “Can we try not to offend everyone? I’d like to be welcome when we get back. He’s on our side, remember?”


“If that’s the best we’ve got,” Glorbad mock-whispered back at her, “then our side is in deep shit.”


“Were you of the idea that we weren’t in deep shit?” She smiled.


The old goat snorted in reply. “Fair.”


“The shit is not as deep as it was.” A woman’s voice.


Nirea turned toward it, instinctively putting her hand on her sword hilt. Glorbad and the guard had done the same. They’d thought themselves alone. Allandria stepped from a dark corner with a crooked smile. When he saw who it was, the guard replaced the sword he’d half drawn from its sheath.


“Where the fuck did you come from?” Glorbad asked.


“Just there.” Allandria jerked her thumb at the shadows. Nirea made a note to be careful what she said in future unless they were definitely alone. She didn’t like being spied on.


“Come on.” Allandria gestured to them. “We’re meeting Aranok in town.”


“I thought we were leaving from here?” Nirea asked, confused.


“We’re not.” The archer carried on walking.


“Then why the Hell tell us to meet here?” Glorbad demanded, his cheeks turning a florid shade of rouge.


“So I knew where to find you,” she answered.


Nirea looked at him and rolled her eyes. They might as well just follow her.


“He better have a good explanation,” Glorbad grumbled.


“I guess we’ll see.” Nirea was beginning to wonder what she’d got herself into. Why was the king’s envoy playing games with them?


“Bloody draoidhs,” the soldier mumbled.


“Hey,” said Nirea. “Enough of that.” They didn’t need the soldier’s careless prejudice. There were plenty of people who disliked draoidhs just for what they were. If the envoy pegged Glorbad for a bigot, any chance of this group coming together would be ended.


“Keep up!” Allandria called cheerily from the junction where she’d stopped to wait.


Glorbad growled. “I hate this assignment.”


“What are you playing at?” the fat soldier demanded. “Why tell us to meet you at the West Gate, then bring us to a blacksmith’s in the dark?”


Vastin looked nervously to the envoy. He’d told him to put on his armour but hadn’t explained why. Was he expecting a fight? Laird Aranok calmly leaned forward in his chair.


“I met you this morning. I have no idea whether I can trust you. I don’t like people knowing where I’m going to be. And while you’re with me, I know you can’t be telling anyone else.”


That wasn’t reassuring.


“What about her?” The soldier pointed accusatorily at the archer. Vastin recognised her from the previous day. Even if he hadn’t, most people knew that where the envoy went, Allandria’s bow followed. The bodyguard leaned casually against the cool forge.


“Her,” the envoy answered, “I have known for a long time. If her wanted to betray me, I’d already be dead. Her name is Allandria. I expect you to show her the same respect you show me. I expect you to show her more.”


Allandria’s eyes lit up with mirth. She didn’t seem to be as worried that this was going to turn into a fight. In fact, she seemed completely at home. The other woman—a sailor, by the look of her red leathers—said nothing. Her lips were tight as her eyes darted back and forth between the men.


“How are we supposed to work together if you don’t trust us?” the soldier continued. “We’re the king’s council!”


Vastin suddenly felt his legs become unsteady. The king’s council? What Laird Aranok had told him over dinner was a lot. Now it seemed he had some of the most important people in Eidyn in his home. And the envoy had only just met them? What had he got himself into?


“Janaeus makes his judgements,” Aranok replied. “We don’t always agree.”


“Your king’s word is not good enough?” the soldier asked.


“The only person whose word I take for anything is standing behind you,” the envoy answered, “and I doubt you’ve done yourself any favours there.”


The soldier briefly turned to look at Allandria but said nothing. She smiled a little once he looked away. The archer was attractive for an older woman. About his mum’s age, he reckoned. The age she would be.


“So why are we here?” The sailor’s voice was commanding, as if she was used to being listened to. Made sense if she was on the council that she must have been a captain or something.


The envoy stood and extended a hand toward him. “This is Vastin, one of the best blacksmiths in Eidyn. Vastin, this is Allandria, Nirea and Glorbad.”


Vastin felt his cheeks flush at the compliment. He was good, but not exceptional. His father had been better. He bowed sheepishly. “Good evening, sire, m’ladies.”


“Hello,” said Nirea politely. The others nodded in acknowledgement.


“As you can see,” Aranok continued, “he has a stock of excellent, unused weaponry here. Take your pick.”


“Seriously?” Nirea asked. “Who’s paying?”


“I am,” said Aranok. “I’ve enlisted Vastin as my personal smith for the foreseeable future. He’ll also be travelling with us to effect repairs as we need them.” Hearing him say it out loud again made Vastin shiver. He’d agreed, because how could he not? The man to whom he probably owed his life had said it was a good idea. That he needed him. Now he could see some part of why. Glorbad and Nirea at least had need of a blacksmith.


“Oh, will he?” Glorbad asked. “Look at him! He’ll be eaten by the first dog we come across!”


Vastin felt his face flush again, but Aranok just smiled. “He can look after himself. Can’t you?”


Vastin steeled himself and stood up to his full height. “Aye.”


Glorbad laughed. Faster than Vastin could have imagined, the soldier stepped forward and swung his blade. Vastin instinctively fell to one knee and raised his arm in defence, but the blow never landed. Instead, it glanced off the arm the envoy had thrust in front of him.


“What the Hells!?” Vastin reached for a weapon of his own. His hand landed on a broadsword—not ideal for fighting at close quarters like this. But it would do.


He looked up to see Allandria had drawn her bow and stepped toward the soldier. Aranok stayed her with a raised hand. She no longer looked relaxed.


“Magic armour,” the soldier grumbled. “Going to spend every battle standing next to him, are you? He’d be dead if I’d been trying to hit him.”


“You’d be dead if you’d been trying to hit him,” said Aranok.


Glorbad turned to see the arrow.


Allandria shot Nirea a dark look, and the sailor nodded warily. She put a hand on Glorbad’s arm, and he shrank back from the envoy. Vastin kept hold of the sword. He didn’t fancy being caught unawares like that again. If the old bastard had another go at him, he’d be ready.


“Very good,” Glorbad said, taking a seat. “But you know what I mean. You just trying to get him killed, or all of us?”


Nirea slapped him across the back of the head. He looked round in surprise and she glowered darkly at him. But he didn’t complain.


“Well, you’re going to take this as an opportunity to further his training, Glorbad,” said Aranok. “Give him the benefit of your many years’ experience.”


Vastin looked to the envoy. He wanted this arse to train him?


“Are you calling me old?” Glorbad narrowed his eyes. The tense silence only broke when the soldier burst with laughter. Nirea joined in tentatively. Allandria replaced her arrow in its quiver, shaking her head at Aranok.


“Fine.” Glorbad nodded thoughtfully. “We’ll see what we can make of the boy. What’s your favourite weapon, wee man?”


Wee man.


The soldier stood no more than an inch or two taller than Vastin. Warily, he put down the sword and reached across the bench for his axe. “This.” He held the weapon out for inspection.


Glorbad weighed it up loosely in his hands. “Interesting. Nice weight. Good balance. Fine edge. Make it yourself?”


“No. It was my father’s.” His father had been better with a sword, which was the only reason he’d left the axe behind.


“Well, if you’ve your father’s skill, boy, maybe you won’t be dead weight after all.”


Vastin’s stomach lurched. He wasn’t his father, not as a smith or a fighter. The envoy might have said nice things about him, but he’d never seen him in a fight. Except for when they met—and that barely counted. The only person Vastin had ever really sparred with was his father.


A clatter of metal made Vastin look up. Nirea was examining a pair of scimitars. “I’ll have these, if you don’t mind?”


“Of course.” He looked to Aranok for confirmation.


Glorbad lifted a large shield from behind a stack. “This is far too light. Is it just for decoration?”


Vastin smiled. These were his speciality. Now he was in his element.


“That’s one of our best shields. Made using a special folding technique. There are multiple layers of thin metal in there. It’s light, but hard as any traditional shield. Father learned the technique in the east.”


“Did he now?” Glorbad knocked suspiciously on the front of the shield, which clanged satisfyingly in return. “You’re trying to get me killed too, aren’t you?”


“No, sir,” Vastin answered seriously. “I wouldn’t do that.”


Glorbad looked at him curiously. “All right, I’ll take this—as long as you take one the same.”


Vastin lifted his own shield and threw it to Glorbad, who dropped the other with a jolt. Its sharp edge marked the wooden floor. Glorbad tested the weight of the shield he’d been thrown, nodding.


“That’s mine,” Vastin said proudly. The front bore two crossed hammers, the crest he and his father had chosen.


Glorbad looked down appreciatively at the scar in the floor. “Aye, all right.”


Laird Aranok had remained silent during the discussions. “No sword?” he asked, after a moment’s quiet.


Glorbad put his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Me and this beast have been through a lot together. She’ll see me right.”


“Fine,” said Aranok. “Gather your things and let’s go. Leave anything here that you don’t need—we’ll come back for it.”


“Where are we going?” Nirea leaned her old swords against the rack.


“South Gate,” said Aranok.


“Our horses are at the West Gate,” Glorbad protested.


“No, they’re not.” The draoidh walked out the door. Vastin picked up his keys and followed, pausing to wait for the others.


Glorbad turned to Nirea. “Bloody draoidhs.”


She hit him. Vastin smiled.


Darginn stepped cautiously onto the ferry. The old wooden boards groaned as his balance adjusted to the bobbing of the Nor Loch. The light of the boatman’s torch flickered on the lapping waves.


“Late crossing the night,” the old man said.


“Aye,” Darginn replied flatly, making it clear he wasn’t going to expand on the subject.


“Won’t be long,” said the boatman, releasing the ropes that anchored the ferry to the western shore. Darginn watched as his gnarled hands fumbled with the ropes, resisting an urge to push him out of the way and do the job himself. It would have been a damn sight quicker. But he wasn’t in all that much of a hurry to get going, truth be told.


“Do we still pass close to Dun Eidyn?” Darginn looked ahead into the darkness. Somewhere out there, the castle’s imperious towers loomed over the loch, dominating the night sky. Was there a flicker of light?


“Aye, sir. The chains are anchored against Castle Rock.” A definite note of discomfort in the boatman’s voice. “He can’t get out, though, right?”


“No,” Darginn answered, fingering the parchment in his pocket. “The castle is off-limits, but not the loch. It’s perfectly safe.” He hoped he sounded more convinced than he was. He’d never seen Mynygogg personally, but he knew what he could do—had done. Conjuring demons, raising the dead, turning men into monsters—even at Darginn’s age, with a grandchild, he’d lost a lot of sleep during the war. He’d largely avoided battle, but the one fight he happened upon… God, he’d never forget it.


That boy.


Eyes torn from their sockets, jaw hanging limp and half the back of his head missing. Poor bastard couldn’t even have known his own name—just reaching out on instinct—a baby searching for his mother’s tit. He’d never forget that face, or the slavering, horned thing that mauled it. That was as close to actual fighting as he’d come, and he’d pissed himself the moment that beast looked straight at him. Even now, his heart faltered and his chest tightened.


Thank God for the White Thorns.


With a jerk, the ferry began to move as the boatman pulled the chains and dragged the ferry across the quiet water. Darginn exhaled mist with each breath.


The message he carried to Baroness de Lestalric must be extremely urgent. He’d ridden hard all day to reach the ferry. Sleeping on the crossing had occurred to him, but the rocking of the boat and the dragging of the chains would likely keep him awake.


Even if they didn’t, he intended to be alert when they passed Dun Eidyn.














Chapter 5


The fire crackled into life. Samily sat back, relieved it had finally taken. The wood was still damp from the rain a few days before. She’d been at it a while and her hands ached from the effort.


“Well done, child.” Meristan was setting up the spit to cook the rabbit she’d caught earlier.


Samily smiled her appreciation, rubbing her palms with her fingers.


The day’s travel had been simple and quiet. They’d cut straight through the Wilds, trusting that Reivers would know well enough to keep their distance. So far, they had. It had been nice just to spend time travelling with her master—almost as if the last year had not happened.


They sat in silence for some time, watching the rabbit’s flesh brown.


“Samily?” Meristan asked. “What are your memories of the war?”


Where to begin?


“Fighting, mostly, I suppose. And walking. A lot of walking. And cold. And wet. We killed a pair of snake demons in Glabertoun. They were quick.”


Meristan nodded thoughtfully. “Do you know, I remember very little. It’s like a blur. I remember meetings, discussions, some travelling. But I’ve lost so much. And I have dreams.”


The monk looked up at the night sky.


“Dreams of things that never happened, of demons clawing at my legs. I don’t sleep well.”


Samily stared awkwardly back at him. She should say something, something to make it better. What would make it better?


“God watches over you. Always.”


Meristan looked back at her sadly. “Of course.” He stood, brushing down his robes. “Excuse me, Samily. Nature requires.”


Samily nodded gently and watched him disappear into the thicket of trees.


“Turn the rabbit!” he called from the darkness.


If she’d had doubts before, she was sure now. Something was very wrong. Memory loss and nightmares? He had always been so strong—the rock the Order leaned on. What had reduced him to this?


She leaned forward and carefully turned the spit. Juices dripped into the fire, spitting and hissing in protest. It was already nearing black on the underside—it would not be long before they could share it. Good thing too—she was hungry, and it smelled good.


“Samily!” The shriek was panicked and urgent.


Heaven, no! A Reiver party waiting in the trees? Worse, a demon?


Samily sprang to her feet and lifted her sword, rushing to the space Meristan had left through. She could hear him crashing toward her. He wasn’t far. Best she stepped back and allowed him into the clearing—she’d be able to see what she was fighting.


The monk stumbled into the firelight. She glanced at him to assess if he’d been wounded, but he fell with a thud at the other side of the fire.


Had he already taken a mortal blow? What was coming?


She focused on the enemy, as she’d been taught. Her breathing slowed.


Clear your mind, trust in God and stand your ground.


She heard a low growling from the darkness and stepped back a few paces, giving herself room to swing. She could hear Meristan moving, scrambling behind her. He was still alive.


Eyes in the dark, reflecting the firelight. Low to the ground—a bear? Or a wolf? She stared back at it, daring it to move. Hoping it might decide to hunt elsewhere tonight.


With a low growl, it leapt. She stepped across its trajectory, drawing her blade with her, and turned. She felt the tug of flesh against the edge, the crunch of bone as the blade sliced through the beast. She heard its awful whimper and the wet crunch as it landed on the dirt. Her blade ran with blood. She turned to see their attacker.


A dog.


A wild, starved dog, split from mouth to lungs. It was skin and bone—probably hadn’t eaten in days, attracted by the smell of their rabbit.
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