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Chapter 1 – The Temple of Avern
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Days pass me by as I spend my time rotting away in the cells of Ienbrook. My father, Skral the Broken, has been slain by the hand of a woman once thought a friend. But then friends were only an opportunity to be stabbed in the back.

As days turn into weeks I spend my time remembering my father’s lessons. How he told me that revenge would be ours, and I would fulfil his blood oath and spill the blood of Goroth, as well as Chaos.

Gone are the days remembered so fondly, of hunting with father and his huntsmen in the forests to the west. Of climbing the cragged peaks of Inis Mor and hunting down the tribesmen who encroached on Cannish.

Footsteps outside draw my attention, and as keys are put into the lock of my cell door and the door is pulled open I can’t help but shield my eyes away from the light spilling in.

“Quickly now,” a voice hisses.

“Who is it?” I say.

“My name is Brother Assov, and I helped your father out once upon a time. Now it is your turn. Quickly now, we must flee!”

I stand, my shackles are unbound. I stumble out of the cell and into the corridor. There are two men in cloaks, one old and the other young like myself.

“Who are you?” I say, ill at ease at these men’s appearance, for I expected no aid from anyone in Ienbrook.

“There is no time for questions, wear this cloak and shut your mouth. With any luck we’ll make it out of here before anyone is any the wiser.”

This Brother Assov drapes a cloak of a priest around me and motions for me to follow. We make our way through the corridor, coming out onto a stairwell and climbing it. I pass a dead soldier on the stairwell, his throat cut open.

We pass through the corridors as silent as death, avoiding the footsteps that appear here, ducking into a doorway when a soldier appears there. The two men are light and sure of foot, and I find my own step wearing, as I am out of practice and woe betide the man who tries to creep through a fortress of enemies after weeks spent in a dark cell.

We come upon courtyard, and Brother Assov leads the way, and we climb onto the driver’s seat, and he picks up the reins. As the horses guide us through the gateway, the soldier there inspects a scroll the brother hands him. He nods.

“You sure you don’t need an escort, the roads aren’t patrolled as well as they used to be,” says the soldier.

“The Gods will be our protection,” says Brother Assov, and after being handed back the scroll he guides the cart out of Ienbrook.

I can’t help but look back at the place I’d been kept to rot these past weeks, a feeling of joy swelling in my chest.
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We head east along the King’s Road, and that first night we load the cart into a barn and go inside of a tavern. Brother Assov pays for our room and food, and I wolf down a watery stew as if it was the greatest meal ever cooked. The ale tastes as sweet as nectar as it washes down the meal, and I can’t help but smile.

The two priests watch me closely all the while, and I check to make sure we’re out of earshot of anyone, which we are.

“So, why did you help me?” I ask Assov.

“I was a friend of your father, as I have already mentioned. I would not see it fit for someone as such as yourself to be rotting away in the cells of Ienbrook.”

“You killed a soldier.” I held no tone of accusation in my question, merely curiosity.

“Aye, we did. You were to be executed in two days’ time.” Assov took a sip of wine from his wineskin.

“Then you have my thanks. I owe you my life.” I hold out my empty palms. “Though I have nothing worthwhile to offer, you have my oath that I will repay the favour.”

“I’m sure if you are one tenth the man your father was then I have nothing to fear in that regard.” Assov stoppered his wineskin and slid it back inside his cloak.

“What about you friend?” I ask the silent priest. His eyes are sharp, blue, face gaunt and pale, with close cropped black hair. “Why so quiet?”

“Brother Cammon has sworn as vow of silence. He does not speak through piety.”

I nod. “So be it.”

We go to our room where three cots are allotted. I climb into the one in the corner and sleep takes me almost immediately.
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I remember the first time I took a life. It had been on a hunt to the frozen north, past the Temple of Skursk, on my second hunt with father. The first time I had missed my shot, and the stag had gotten clear of the treeline. Father had told me there would be other opportunity’s to prove myself.

I remember the spear in my hands. The outline of the white bear coming closer, the snow falling like winter leaves. How the cold numbed my skin, how my heart beat in my chest, how I tasted blood from biting my lip so hard as the bear noticed our scent.

And father’s words in my ear as the bear came roaring at us.

Hold steady, my son, he had said. Aim for the heart.

The bear had reared up on its hind legs and I plunged the spear into its heart.

I had become a man that day, in father’s eyes...
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I awake to the sound of a voice.

I shield my eyes at the light spilling in through the window, and forget for a moment that I had escaped Ienbrook, and that I was not in the cell anymore.

Brother Assov is in the privy, Brother Cammon sitting on his cot.

I sit up and Cammon offers me a skin of ale, which I drink from.

“Why did you have to swear an oath of silence?” I ask him. He simply shrugs. “Be it for the New Gods to wish a man to suffer such as that.”

Cammon smiled and nodded. For I worshipped the Old Gods, many a time I had went with father north to the Temple of Skursk, to pray of seek omens.

We set off east, and days pass by in silence, with only Assov’s humming to say that I had not fallen deaf.

“Where are we headed?” I ask on the fifth morning, after a night spent sleeping under a tree.

“Why home, Skorm, son of Skral.”

“This is not the road to Cannish lands.”

“No, it is not. We are taking you to the Temple of Avern, where you will begin in your training.”

“I am no priest, Brother Assov, and do not wish to become one.”

Brother Assov simply smiled. “You think we are but simple priests?”

*
[image: ]


The Temple of Avern is situated on a southern slope of hill, bordering a sheer drop off, overlooking a lake below. A town is located on the upper side of the hill, which we now passed through. People nodded in respect to the two priests as we passed by.

Inside of the temple, men in cloaks passed here and there, some carrying parchments, others buckets.

“Brother Cammon, I believe Brother Farrow seeks your aid as soon as you were to return.”

Cammon nods and climbs off of the cart, and with a final nod to me he turns and disappears around a corner.

“What do we do now?” I ask Assov.

“First you will shave your head, and adorn the cowl of apprenticeship.”

“I already told you I don’t want to become a priest.”

“Ah, but don’t you want to earn revenge on your enemies?” he asks me coyly.

“It is all I want.”

“Then let us go and make yourself ready to see the council members.”

I follow Assov after he hands the reins to a man in a cowl and we walk through the studded doors, into a great hall lined with books, scrolls, men sit at tables, inspecting these.

“The Temple of Avern is a place of learning, my boy.” Assov turns right and I follow. “A place of hard training, but you are your father’s son and I know you will find a place here.”

“My place is in Cannish lands,” I say through gritted teeth. “Leading my people against the tyrant Goroth.”

Brother Assov stops and turns to me. “Then be smart about it. Be smarter than your father was, for all his skills in swordplay it didn’t stop the knife plunged into his heart, now, did it?”

I can only stare. Assov leads us into a room, where he tells me to sit. A man appears and begins shaving my head, then I am told to disrobe and am given a light blue robe, like some of the younger members of the temple I had seen wearing.

“Now, Skorm, son of Skral, it is time to meet the Council of Avern...”
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Chapter 2 – Apprenticeship
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The Council of Avern were a group of four ancient men, too old to be warriors, so I knew not why I had be shown here. I entered the council chambers with Brother Assov, a large expanse of a room, dreary as windswept, as the back of the chamber was consisted of columns which opened out over looking the lake below.﻿

The eldest seeming of the council lifted his hand in greeting.

“Skorm, son of Skral, formally of House Skral. We have gathered here together to see about your entry into the Order of Avern.”

“Formally?” I say. “I never knew that my house had fallen from power. Goroth might have claimed Cannish for himself but I lay claim to my homeland.”

“And tell us,” another of the council members sat forward, a large crooked nosed man. “How one so young as yourself means to wage war on the entire country of Ovartt?”

“I’ll find a way.” I ball my hands into fists, not at ease to be taken so lightly by these fools.

“I am Brother Frost,” said one of the other men, a small man of stature, as he was a dwarf. His hair was fitting, as it was the whitest shade of snow you could imagine. “And I applaud your bravery, but one man cannot hope to overcome an army, no matter his heritage.”

“My father was a warrior, his soul rests in the Halls of Villach, and one day I shall join him, Gods willing.” I reach for my sword, to rest my hand on its pommel, but remember I’d left it with my clothes.

“Yes, we’d heard of your father’s doings these past years, and while entertaining and admirable of character, he would have been of far greater use in our order.”

“Doing what exactly?” I ask. “No one has seen fit to tell me what you do here.”

“We study, and when time comes, we... exact terminations on people who have been seen dispensable by men of character.”

I smile. “So you are assassins? Forgive me, but you don’t look like the sort.”

A dagger flings from Brother Frost’s sleeve and hits the door with a loud thud two paces to my right.

Frost smiles. “Don’t be so sure of yourself. I could split a pea in half at twenty paces.”

The crooked nosed man places his hands on the table and sighs. “Please forgive Brother Frost, he has a touch for dramatics. He will be in charge of the swordplay element of your training, among other things.”

“And what about the rest of you? Are you going to show me how to kill? I already have slain men in battle.”

“Battles, while necessary to equate balance and order, are unpredictable.” The ancient looking man smiles, revealing bare gums with no teeth. “I am Brother Hert, and I will be in charge of your studies.”

“Books?” I can’t help but sneer. “What use is a book to kill a man?”

“Knowledge is power,” says Hert. “And with it comes great merit of skill.”

“You fools speak in riddles.”

I earn a laugh from Frost for my remark.

“I like the boy,” smiles Frost. “He has spirit.”

“Please, leave us while we debate your place here in the Temple of Avern.” The crooked nosed man waves to the door, and I exit the chambers.

I sit.

Minutes pass.

The door opens and Brother Assov emerges, bearing a smile on his face. “You seem to have impressed them, my boy.” Assov places a hand on my shoulder. “Welcome to the Order of Blades.”
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We meet Brother Cammon in a hall, filled with bare tables. He is carrying a pot of what I think is stew when he sees us. I feel my stomach rumble, hunger gnawing at me.

“Brother Cammon will see to your cot and chest. When you are settled I will come in the morning and see to the beginning of your training.”

I nod and Assov leaves the hall.

I look at Cammon, who goes into the kitchens and places the pot of stew onto the table. I follow him through a series of corridors, coming to a room filled with cots. He shows me to mine, where a chest is at the foot of the cot. He points and I nod that I understand.

I lie on the cot and find my thoughts turning to my father. It seemed like years since I’d last heard his voice. But it had only been a few months.

What would he have thought of this wretched place? Surely he would have laughed and rode off to fight once more for Cannish lands. But I owed Brother Assov my life, for without his aid I would have been executed, my head decorating a spike atop the gate of Ienbrook.

I would bide my time and learn from these men if I could.

And when my time came, then I would have my vengeance.
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Before dawn I am awoken by a bell.

Men dress and exit the room, I follow. Inside the hall we sit at the tables, and I receive a bowl of porridge. I wolf it down before the men beside me are finished, and look around. Soon the others have finished and the hall empties, and Assov appears.

“You look ready to begin your training.” He leads me into the kitchens, where a pot filled with potatoes sits on the table. “Now begins the fabled training of Skorm, son of Skral.” He waves to the pot. “Begin.”

I frown at the man. “You’re jesting?”

“We all must start somewhere. And your first lesson is one of the true great talents acquired of any assassin.”

“What am I going to do? Kill my enemies with a damned potato?”

“Ah but you will learn humility, until your fingers bleed and your shoulders ache, you will learn.” Assov leaves me to begin in my duty, and I set to work peeling them.

Hours pass and more pots are placed on the table. I peel carrots, onions, and the cook, a fat bellied man begins placing the vegetable I’ve cut up into pots and setting them to boil. I look at him.

“What now?” I ask.

“What?” the cook frowns back at me.

“I cut the bloody vegetables, what do I do now?”

“Now, you mop boy.” He points to the corner, where a mop and bucket await.

“The Gods have a cruel sense of humour,” I mutter, as I bring the bucket outside and fill it at the well. It takes me an hour to mop the damned hall, and by the time I finish my back aches.

The bell rings and men file into the hall.

“Boy!” the cook yells. I enter the kitchen. “The damned stew isn’t going to serve itself, is it?”

I look at the pot, “What am I? A damned servant? I came here to learn to fight, not bloody dish out food for fat old bastards!”

“Having trouble, are we?” I turn to find Assov leaning against the door. “A man does not learn humility by shirking his duties, now serve.”

I serve the stew to the ungrateful fools in the hall. Finally I am finished and return the empty pot to the kitchens.

The cook points to the empty, dirty pots. “Now, clean...”
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Days pass me by in a blur as I work in the kitchens. I perform the tasks set to me without complaint, and days turn to weeks.

Finally the day arrives.

Assov greets me in the hall.

“You won’t be on kitchen duty today, my boy.” He smiles. I don’t trust his smile.

“No?”

“No, follow me.”

We enter a courtyard, then through to the stables.

“Today, you will have the luxury of shovelling dung, my boy.”

I frown at the man. “You’ve got to be jesting, I don’t mind the kitchens, but if your think a lord will be caught shovelling shit, you have another thing coming.”

“Your first lesson is humility. And I see that you have failed in learning it.”

“I done the tasks set to me.”

“Then you will have no problem doing this, you will shovel the dung until the stalls are clean, then feed the horses. When finished you will go to Brother Luin, you will find him in the front of the temple.”

“And how will I know him?”

“Why, you’ve already met him.” Assov walks away, and I stare forlornly into the stable, where the horse is currently taking a shit.

“I wish they’d killed me in Ienbrook,” I moan, as I enter the stable and begin shovelling the dung into a wheelbarrow, then carting it outside into the dung heap.

After clearing the stables I walk to the front of the temple, ignoring the sniggers gained from the other apprentices.

I find the crooked nosed man from the council in front of the temple.

“Master Luin, I presume?” I ask.

He nods. “Aye, today you begin your first task of apprenticeship. You have learnt humility, but now you must learn labour.”

“I’ve learned labour, what do you think I’ve been doing these past weeks?”

Luin points to the stack of stones. “I want these taken to the lake.”

“And what am I to do with them when I get them there?”

“Why, take them back here of course.”

“And what purpose would that serve,” I spit through gritted teeth. I was losing patience with these fools.

“Like a tree grows roots,” he says as he turns away. “So will you grow strong.”

I look at the stones and sigh.

My body is drenched with sweat by the time I’m finished with my task, and I climb into the cot, and know that the morrow Iwould have to do it all over again.

I really wished they had executed me.

The Halls of Villach would surely await me if I was to continue in this rigorous torture...
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Chapter 3 – Induction
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A new day dawned, and filing out to the front of the temple to set to the task of moving the stones once more, I find Brother Frost sitting on the pile.﻿

The apprentices that normally line the walls watching and sniggering aren’t there. I stop in front of the pile and look at the man.

“I thought you wanted to learn more than shifting rocks,” says Frost.

“I do.”

“Then today you are with me.”

“Doing what exactly?”

“Why anything would have to be better than what you’ve been doing so far, wouldn’t it?”

And he was right.

Inside of the temple we pass, into a miniature courtyard, where a target of straw with a painted circle was set to one side of the courtyard.

“You’ll be needing this,” said Frost, reaching inside his cloak and taking out a familiar dagger.

“Where did you get this?” I gasp, going to grab it off of him.

Frost holds it back out of reach. “At much expense to myself. I happen to be quite the thief, amongst other things.”

I take the dagger and can’t fight the smile on my face. My father’s dagger.

Breathtaker.

“Thank you, Brother Frost.” I look at the man. “But why?”

“I too once lost much, everything really, so when I happened to come upon it in the great hall of Ienbrook I took it for an omen that you should appear and then it.”

“I am in your debt.”

“Well now, I didn’t say I was giving it to you, now, did I?”

I frown. “What?” He points at the target.

“You will practice here for an hour after you shift those damned rocks in the mornings, and when you finish practicing you will return the dagger to me, sharpened.”

“This is my father’s blade. He sang many songs of its deeds of misfortune in his castle hall. Why should you keep it?”

“Because I, unlike so many thieves, have scruples, and to give away something hard earned is not in my interest.”

I nod. “So be it. But one day it shall be returned to me, it’s rightful owner.”

Frost smiles. “We’ll see. Now, practice!”

He points to the target.

I take aim, ready my throw.

“No, no, no!” Frost grabs the blade from my hand. “You’re holding it like a barbarian. Hold it like a lover. Here, like this.” Frost shows me how to hold the blade, and I try once more. “Ah, much better. Now, let’s see if you can’t put a dent in that target there. Pretend it’s your worst enemy.”

I inhale a deep breath, picturing Goroth’s face and aim. My hand moves, and the blade twirls through the air, clattering to the ground paces away from the target.

Frost erupts into laughter.

“It’s not funny.” I can’t help but smile. The man’s laugh is infectious.

“Ah, but there are few things in this world that a man can’t find humour in,” Frost winks at me. “Now, again.”
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Weeks pass with my body attuning to the training placed upon me. My strength has grown since coming to the temple, as training with father was mere swordplay, training with shield and spear, and horsemanship.

That life feels like someone else’s. My father’s face grows blurred at night when I try to envision him, smiling as he told me one of his many tales.

I find my aim with the dagger improving, and more hit the mark than not now. Frost comes and watches sometimes, sipping from a wineskin he so adores, remarking on this improvement, or that.

I find myself warming to the brothers. It does not feel like home in the way my father’s castle used to. But it is surely a place of refuge where I can hone my body and mind, to become an assassin and take vengeance on those who have wronged me and those I loved.

Goroth.

Chaos.

Two names that I repeat nightly, their faces never blurring.

It seems that hatred was a far stronger preservative than love...
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Frost claps his hands as I hit the mark twice in a row.

“Very well, Skorm, you have grown quite capable with the dagger. Now we begin learning a far more lucrative weapon to an assassin’s skillset.”

“Like what?”

“Why, poison my boy.
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We sit in a small chamber, myself and Brother Frost.

He takes a vial from his cloak and hands it to me.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Why the most potent of poisons, Elder Leaf Extract.”

“And what would you have me do with it.”

“Drink it.”

“You jest?”

“No.”

“Will it kill me?”

“Perhaps, but should you resist the poison you will find your senses enhanced five fold.”

“Why risk it?”

“All apprentices must pass the trial, my boy.”

I unfasten the stopper and sniff the poison. It smells of acrid mint, and burns at my nose. “It smells like death.”

Frost smiles. “Why it will be your death, in many ways. You will sleep for days, your mind will be filled with nightmares, but when you awake, you will find yourself stronger, more agile, of sharper wit.”

“And I must do this?”

“If you wish to continue in your time here at the Temple of Avern, then yes, you must.”

I consider my options. I could refuse the trial and go back to Cannish lands, but to what end? They might never bend the knee to me, I am not the leader my father was. No, I would have to take my chances.

I drink the vial, one sip.

“The whole vial,” says Frost, and I let back more.

The acrid taste burns going down, and I find myself choking on it.

“Do not fight it, accept the flames of rebirth.”

My mind feels like it is spinning. I find myself lying back on the floor.A man’s voice speaks around me, but I do not know who it is. Light fades around me.
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I stand inside my father’s great hall. There is a feast. Many faces I recognize as my father’s banner men. Father sits upon his chair on the raised dais.

“Skorm, my son, far have you travelled since the days you used to run through these halls.” My father waves for me to come closer. “Long past are the days when you were a boy, for you are a man grown.” He frowns at me. “But I see a shadow lurking in you. The same shadow that lurked inside of me, and it gnaws at your soul.”

“What would you have me do?” I ask Skral, my father, the man who had meant everything.

“Live, my son. I would have you live...”
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“Breathe!” A man’s voice, and I recognise it as Brother Frost. “Breathe my boy, you must fight it.”

It is then that I notice the burning in my lungs, and I go to take a breath, but find my chest frozen, filled with ice. I cannot open my eyes, I feel the man’s hands shake me.

“Come on, breathe!” He thumps down on my chest, and the ice shatters, I spit vomit, roll and my eyes roll with it. “That’s it, my boy, breathe and let the poison work its magic on you.”

I look up and see shadows dancing in the corners of the room. My skin feels slick with sweat.

Brother Frost sits before me, legs crossed. “You are in the nether realms now, my boy. Do not fear the shadows, for it is where you will lurk from here on out.”

My eyes close and I feel myself slipping away once more.
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I stand before a pyre.

On it are all of who I am. Who I once was. Who I loved, and lost.

On it are one million reasons why I should turn and walk away. But I place the torch and watch as that part of myself, Skral the Broken, my father’s son, catches flame and turns to cinders, to ash.

The scene changes.

I now stand in darkness, enshrouded by midnight, a cold blade in my grip. It is Breathtaker.

Below me lie all those I envisioned dead, long ago. Goroth, Chaos, but also others, their faces hidden in shadow. For they have not yet been claimed, but with this vision I know that I will spend my life working towards my ultimate goal.

To becoming an assassin of the Order of Avern.
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“The boy awakens,” a voice says.

Light pierces my dreams, and I open my eyes to see men standing around me. The Council of Avern surround me, each robed in their cloaks of their order.

“Stand, boy,” says one.

I stand.

“You have passed the trial. Your body will be insusceptible to poison, and with it you will be more aware,” says another.

I do not know which
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