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  “Written with exquisite attention to detail and a gritty realism by an immensely self-assured and talented new writer. This is a landmark fantasy debut that shines through as a refreshing read that opens the genre to a new audience.”




  





  DESTINY HAS CHOSEN THEM, DEATH WILL MAKE THEM PAY. 




  





  Death desires to rule as king of the gods, and is poised to ignite a war in the heavens that would consume all life on the distant world of Er’ath. 




  





  Brothers Coinin and Marrok are thrust into a world of magic and summoned to a secret temple, where an ancient mage brotherhood tells of a great destiny that has surrounded them since before they were born. 




  





  Now the fate of this world hangs in the balance, and it is left to Coinin and Marrok to seek the Swords of Cerathil and save their home from destruction. 




  





  Treachery and deceit haunt them, and their very relationship is put to the test, as the ultimate battle for survival begins.
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  Book two in the Er'ath series continues the adventures of Coinin and Marrok Wulf, immediately following events found in Destiny of the Wulf. 




  





   




  Coinin Wulf, Curator of the Temple of Rindor, finds he is alone and desperate to locate his brother Marrok, thought abducted on the orders of dark wizard, Lordich Secracar. 




  





  In the midst of a rescue, Coinin and his companions are thrust into a series of events that spiral quickly into a fight for survival against a host of deadly adversaries and impossible odds. 




  





  A twist of fate sees Coinin given an offer he cannot refuse. One that could see him finally triumph over his oldest enemy. 




  





  Old friends are lost and new ones are made in the race to save Marrok.




  CHAPTER 1




  





  





  The bitter, driving wind had brought him to this place: a setting he was sure would look more appealing if it were daylight and summertime. However, the old, wood-panelled barn in the distance looked cold and sinister, accentuated by a pale winter moon.




  Stood almost knee deep in mud, in a recently ploughed cornfield on the outskirts of a small farm near Pickering, he peered over the farm’s crumbling, dry stone wall, waiting for the occupants of the building to retire to bed. He had watched the farmer and his wife moving about the property for what seemed like hours, and now he felt the stiffness of his legs, even through the biting pain of the cold.




  At last! he thought, as a light downstairs in the farmhouse extinguished and a muted glow appeared in an upper room. Animated outlines of the occupants moved about behind the already drawn drapes.




  It was now or never. No turning back. He knew he had to get warm or he could very well die in this muddy field with the distinct possibility of no one finding his body for days.




  If his fifteen years on this planet had taught him anything, it was where there’s a farm there’s normally chickens, and where there’s chickens there’s definitely eggs. A teacher at school had once told him that you could eat raw eggs, which was a relief; he didn’t have a way to cook them out here on the edge of a field.




  The time he’d spent waiting for the occupants of the farmhouse to go to bed had been quite productive. He had noted three likely places that chickens might be kept, and had debated with himself the issue of honesty over hunger. He knew that stealing was wrong, but an empty stomach drove him. Finally he settled his thoughts by telling himself that he would repay the owner for the items he took.




  Deep down he knew this was highly unlikely to happen, since he probably wouldn’t find this particular farm again, even in daylight. He reasoned then that it was the thought that counted.




  One thing he hadn’t thought about was there would be no way he’d be able to get eggs from a chicken coop without creating enough noise to wake every farmer in the area.




  An outbuilding, a hundred metres or more away, had caught his eye as a likely place to find chickens. It was larger, but looked similar in appearance to a doghouse, with a small arched door in one side.




  Quickly and quietly he clambered over the mossy wall separating him from the smallholding, but in his haste he snagged his trousers on a sharp stone. He gave a small cry of pain as he landed heavily on the other side. Getting up, he inspected his leg. In what little light there was, he saw that he had ripped a large hole in his trousers and gashed his ankle, which was pouring with blood. Taking a tissue from the top pocket of his jacket, he gingerly lifted his trouser leg, wrapped the makeshift bandage around the wound, and tucked it into his sock. Pain from the wound seared up his leg, causing him to bite his lip with a small gasp.




  Jack Simpson, you need to be more careful. If that goes septic you’re in trouble, he thought. He had an unusual habit of chastising himself when something went wrong.




  Limping slightly, he made his way towards the first of the outbuildings. To get to the structure he had to pass quite close to the farmhouse. This worried him. At this stage, he couldn’t afford to be caught.




  What immediately struck him about the farmhouse was that it was really no more than an extended cottage, and even in the moonlight the whitewashed brick extension looked shabby and broken down. As he limped his way past it, he glanced up at a thatched roof that had seen better days, its patchy straw overhanging the flaking, painted walls.




  The doghouse-like building was bigger than he initially thought. Made of wooden shiplap panels, it had a small, double glazed window to the left side. The door to it was just large enough for a person to fit through comfortably. Creeping around to the left of the structure, he cupped his hands against the glass and peered inside. Seeing nothing, he listened for movement, and after a few seconds he heard something that sounded like scratching. His spirits lifted. Chickens?




  As silently as he could, he tip-toed to the door and placed his hand on the handle, daring it not to make a sound. Turning it, it gave one small squeak of protest. He pushed the door, but it stubbornly refused to open so he tried again with a little more force. Still it would not budge. Feeling frustrated and about to give up, he noticed the hinges were on the outside, and rolling his eyes upwards in disbelief and embarrassment, he pulled the handle towards him. No one in his town would ever dream of leaving a door open, but this place was in the middle of nowhere and they obviously had different rules.




  Very carefully he widened the gap in the door hoping it wouldn’t creak, and listening for a moment, he stuck his head around the gap and waited while his vision adjusted to the gloom. As he did so, a large rat scurried past him and into the night. He nearly cried out in shock.




  What is it about rats and me? he thought, shuddering at its appearance, his heart thumping wildly in his chest.




  Stepping into the darkness of the building, he glanced at his elongated shadow cast on the floor from the moonlight, then flicked his eyes up to the ceiling where a light bulb swung precariously in the breeze.




  Instinctively he put his hand to either side of the door opening. Not able to find a light switch there, he stood under the bulb and waved his hand under it until he came across a long, thin wire. Pulling it, he was momentarily blinded by the glare of the light as it shone out, and he rubbed his eyes in an effort to stop them tearing. Then he saw them. Row upon row of vegetables: peas, carrots, and cabbages. The rat that had nibbled some of them was now long gone and Jack picked up a carrot from the nearest shelf, put it to his mouth, and took a bite.




  What the hell? he thought, spitting it out. It was as cold as ice.




  It was only then that he noticed the temperature seemed to be even colder inside than out. Looking about him, he saw what appeared to be a large upturned radiator along one wall that had something written on it, and the walls, he noticed, were covered in white cladding.




  Jack stepped over to the radiator and scrubbed off a layer of ice with his hand to reveal the writing. Freezeasi. Mobile Refrigeration Unit, it read.




  ‘Dammit!’ he cursed, tossing the carrot away. ‘What do I do now?’ He sat on the chilly floor for a few moments hugging his knees, and then an idea came to him. He decided to collect some vegetables, find somewhere warmer to sleep and let them defrost naturally, at which point he would be able to enjoy them. Not much fancying raw cabbage or peas, he grabbed a handful of carrots, stuffed them into his pockets and left the building much as he found it, apart from the single carrot he left on the floor.




  Now to find somewhere to rest. The barn seemed like the best option, and although dreading it because it looked ominous in the moonlight, he knew it would offer the best place to sleep. It was bound to be full of lovely warm hay he could curl up in.




  After plotting his route, he slowly and painfully made his way to the barn. He had quite a distance to go across a muddy, puddle-bound courtyard, and from what he could see it appeared that the whole farm was badly run down. Paint peeled from almost every window frame and jagged cracks adorned the walls of the farmhouse and outbuildings. Although the farm had stood on this location for two hundred years, Jack thought it unlikely that the majority of buildings would last another ten. He did notice farm machinery covered in a heavy tarpaulin to protect them from the elements, but even that was failing miserably, with deep gashes and holes marring the surface.




  As he trudged across the courtyard, he caught a slight movement from the corner of his eye and turned to see a rather large dog just a little way off in the distance. He froze on the spot, terrified of facing his worst nightmare. Thankfully, it was leashed to a kennel and facing away from him, but he knew that any kind of sound would alert the animal and the game would be up.




  Jack quickly surveyed the area for an alternative route. The best by far looked complicated, but at least he would be hidden from view. He double backed slightly to remain out of sight, and crossing the courtyard he made his way behind some machinery that screened him from the farmhouse. It was darker here, and he had to pick his way even more carefully, desperate not to make a single sound. Finally, however, he saw his goal. It was then that he tripped over a large stone sticking out of the mud, and fell against an empty plastic barrel, knocking it over. Before he had even scrambled to his feet, the dog began to bark at the top of its lungs, signalling an intruder.




  Jack panicked; he had to hide. Out of fear, he did the first thing that came to mind and crouched behind the wheel of a tractor that was covered with a tarpaulin. Shaking with terror, he waited for the inevitable.




  From somewhere behind him he heard a door open and the boom of an angry voice. ‘What is it Rusty?’




  ‘Oh, the farmer. Great!’ Jack whimpered. He’d heard stories of farmers scaring away trespassers with their shotguns and he didn’t particularly want to be on the receiving end of one. He could hear him moving about the courtyard, stopping every now and then to listen. When the farmer stopped beside the tractor, Jack held his breath. From his vantage point he could see a pair of Wellington boots and something long and cylindrical, which shone with a metallic quality through a hole in the tarpaulin. The dog began to bark again and the farmer strode away, his Wellingtons sloshing in the puddles.




  ‘Damned dog; it’s probably a badger. Get in there, you!’ the farmer cursed, ordering it into its kennel.




  A female voiced piped up. ‘What is it love?’




  ‘Nowt but some badger. Go on now, get back ta bed,’ was the last Jack heard as the farmhouse door closed with a bang.




  Jack’s heart pounded as if it wanted to escape his chest. He breathed a huge sigh of relief and decided he would wait a few minutes before making his way to the barn, taking the opportunity to calm down.




  In the end it took several minutes for him to muster up the courage to venture across the courtyard, and now, stepping up to the barn, it looked exactly as he had first seen it: old and run down. The main doors were made of sheet metal rather than wood, and there was a small door situated within the two larger ones. He tried the handle and again, to his surprise, it was open.




  Checking no one was around, he stepped inside, closing the door behind him as quietly as he could. Two things hit him immediately: how warm it was, and that a small light had been left on in one corner, casting strange shadows on the walls from a range of hand tools and harnesses that hung from wooden beams. The thought of the light worried him. What if someone was in here, or was coming back? Looking around and then up, he noticed that there was a hayloft above him, dissecting the length of the barn. To his right, a wooden ladder stretched up to the loft.




  The perfect place to hide! he thought.




  A sudden noise came from the lit area of the barn and Jack flinched, ready to run, fearing the farmer was in the building with him. But then a long nosed, hairy head appeared from behind a wooden screen.




  ‘A horse!’ he laughed in relief.




  The animal was a beautiful shade: white, with a few black speckles. He didn’t know its breed, but by the swell of its stomach, it looked pregnant.




  Leaving his backpack at the foot of the ladder he edged towards it and lightly patted it on the neck. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you. I just need somewhere to stay tonight,’ he said, and then glowed red with embarrassment at how foolish he was for talking to it, even though no one could see him.




  He made his way to the ladder, grabbed his backpack and started to climb, agonising though it was due to his stiffness, fatigue and gashed leg. He was just two rungs from the top when a noise startled him, and in panic, he gripped the rungs so tightly that it made his knuckles white. Cautiously, he turned his head.




  The farmer, an elderly, yet big and burly man with a large bald patch, stood in the doorway. Not again! Jack silently prayed that he wouldn’t look up, because if he did, Jack didn’t stand a chance. He was trapped.




  The farmer strolled over to the horse and Jack watched as he crouched next to the animal and rubbed its neck before placing his ear to its stomach.




  ‘That’s it dear, not long now,’ the farmer crooned as he checked her over. ‘I’ll call the vet for you tomorrow.’




  Despite the circumstances, Jack almost giggled at the sound of the farmer talking to the horse. He permitted himself a grin. At least he wasn’t the only one.




  The farmer stayed with the animal a few minutes more, started to make his way back to the door, changed his mind, covered the horse in a big blanket and then, to Jack’s relief, he finally left. Jack took a deep breath and relaxed so much that he nearly lost grip of the ladder. His legs were stiff from not moving a muscle during the farmer’s presence, but finding the strength, he finally moved and reached the top. To his delight, he saw that the loft was like one big bed of straw.




  He found a dry spot in the corner and sat down amid a rustling of hay. He hid his backpack in the straw next to him and emptied his pockets.




  The night’s events had taken its toll on him, but only now that he had sat down had he really begun to feel it. He lay back and watched a spider on a nearby beam start to spin its web.




  If only my life was as simple, he thought.




  Watching the spider at work was quite hypnotic, and coupled with tiredness, he drifted into a deep sleep.




  





  Unbeknown to Jack, a dark, shadowy figure entered the building from a side entrance while he slept, and sat waiting in an unlit part of the barn. The figure struck a match, highlighting his face in the glow. He sported a satisfied grin as he lit a cigarette.




  CHAPTER 2




  





  





  Jack was sleeping peacefully until it came, as it did every morning. His stepmother’s voice.




  He hated her call; it would irritate him. It wasn’t a normal civilised cry; it was a shriek, like that of the Valkyries.




  ‘Jack Edward Simpson! How many more times do I have to call you? It’s time for school.’




  Jack had no sooner pulled the duvet over his head when she opened the bedroom door, strolled over to his bed and yanked it off.




  ‘Natalie!’ Jack screeched, scrambling to cover his nakedness.




  ‘Sorry,’ she said, her cheeks flushing red.




  She stepped over to the thick blue curtains covering the window and drew them back, flooding the room with light. Jack immediately buried his head in his pillow as his stepmother perched on the edge of the bed.




  ‘Jack, what’s wrong?’ she asked. ‘I’m worried about you. You seem so listless lately.’




  ‘Nothing’s wrong. I’m just a bit tired,’ Jack said, his voice muffled under the pillow.




  ‘Are you sure that’s all it is?’




  ‘Positive,’ he lied.




  ‘Then l’ll leave you be,’ she said, patting his leg through the covers and standing up again.




  Under the pillow, tears were filling Jack’s eyes, and he screwed them up tight to hold them back.




  ‘I’ll see you downstairs. We’re having a full English this morning,’ Natalie said as she closed the door.




  Jack lay there for a few minutes more and then rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling. The truth was that Allie, his girlfriend, was moving away to Derbyshire with her parents and he was pretty sure his heart was going to burst.




  He wiped his eyes and crawled out of bed, then padded over to his en-suite bathroom and stepped into the shower. When the steam fogged up the shower screen, he wrote Jack loves Allie surrounded by a giant love heart in the condensation with his finger. Happy with his masterpiece, he had a thorough wash and then sauntered back into his room, his feet leaving wet impressions on the carpet. He dried himself quickly, catching a glimpse of his well-defined body in the mirror. Going to the gym three times a week had certainly paid off; his pecs and abs were prominent now. He studied himself for a moment, then pulled on his shirt, jumper and trousers. Haphazardly tying his yellow and black striped school tie around his neck and tucking it under his collar, he set off downstairs.




  A steaming plate of food was waiting for him in the kitchen and he slunk into his chair at the breakfast table. His appetite had vanished, and not really wanting to eat he just stared at it. He knew though, if he didn’t make an effort, his stepmother would know something was up.




  ‘Where’s Dad?’ he asked, hesitantly chewing a mouthful of beans.




  ‘Oh, he’s popped to the shop for a newspaper I think,’ Natalie replied, her hands soapy from the dishes.




  Jack prodded a sausage with his fork. ‘He’s been so busy lately. It would’ve been nice to have seen him before school.’




  ‘I know love. He did say that he’d be home early today. You’ll see him then.’




  ‘But why can’t we see him more?’




  Natalie sighed. ‘I don’t know. Something to do with his work. You have to understand that he’s a very important person, Jack.’




  ‘I know that, but-’




  ‘I’ll tell you what,’ Natalie interrupted, drying her hands on the tea towel. ‘I’ll talk to him later and see if we can arrange some kind of holiday for us all. How does that sound?’




  Jack perked up. ‘It sounds great. Do you think he’ll go for it?’




  ‘Course he will,’ she smirked, her eyes taking on a mischievous look. She glanced at the kitchen clock on the wall above the window.




  ‘Jack, look at the time. You’re going to be late.’




  His appetite regained, Jack polished off the food on his plate, stood up, and kissed his stepmother on the cheek before grabbing his backpack from the hall. When he reached the door, he checked himself out in the hallway mirror as he did every morning before leaving the house. With a crop of auburn hair, blue eyes, and a smile that could knock any girl dead at ten paces, he was a good looking lad. In the past he had been made fun of because he was taller and broader than most of his classmates, but now, as Captain of the school rugby team, he used it to his advantage.




  Satisfied with his appearance, he hollered goodbye and left the house, slamming the door behind him. As he strolled down the driveway, a tall, smartly dressed man was just entering the front gate.




  ‘Is your father here?’ the man asked.




  ‘No, he’s out. He shouldn’t be long,’ Jack replied.




  The man sighed. ‘Ok, I’ll catch up with him soon,’ he mumbled, turning around and heading back into the street.




  Jack didn’t wait around. He knew that many a time strange people - or who he thought were strange people - would come to the house. When they did, his father would give him some money and tell him to go out. This wasn’t new to him; his father did it to his stepmother at times, too.




  Jack put the man out of his mind and continued on his way to school, stopping only to visit Mr Misri’s Newsagents. A lot of the kids made fun of him, but he liked Mr Misri. Since the age of thirteen, he’d had a paper round at the shop five times a week, though today was his day off. Jack was nearly always late for school on his paper round days because he and Mr Misri would talk for ages, about anything and everything. Jack considered him a close friend and although he could hazard a guess, he could never really understand why the other kids ridiculed him.




  He pushed open the door to the familiar ding of the bell and instinctively grabbed a chocolate bar from the counter and a litre of milk from a crate on the floor, as he had done countless times before.




  ‘Hi, Omar. How’s it going?’ Jack asked, counting out his money.




  The man smiled. ‘Fine young Jack. And you?’




  Jack shrugged, and the smile fell from Mr Misri’s face.




  ‘Want to talk about it?’




  Jack handed over the coins, debating whether or not to tell his friend about Allie, but he decided against it. ‘Not today,’ he said.




  ‘Okay, if you are sure. But I am always here for you.’




  Jack smiled. ‘I know. Listen I have to go. I’ll see you tomorrow.’




  ‘Bright and early?’




  ‘Aren’t I always?’ he laughed.




  Despite having had a hearty breakfast, he downed the litre of milk in one and polished off the chocolate bar in three bites.




  The fresh winter air was cool on his skin and made him shiver. It was only a short walk to school, though looking at his watch he realised that he would have to run, to save being late.




  Slightly out of breath, he arrived at Kings High School, one of only two in his town. He had learned once from his history teacher that there was a large bomb shelter underneath the school, which was used during the last war. He thought it was fascinating and even asked where it was, though no one would tell him; they said they didn’t want anyone getting hurt down there. At one point, the school had thought about opening it as a museum to raise money, but the idea was scrapped before it reached the drawing board. He’d spent many a break time searching for the bunker to no avail. Why it intrigued him so much he didn’t know, he just wanted to know what secrets it held.
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