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  Dark Blade: Dedication


For my children.








  
  Dark Blade: Book Description


Meikah’s family are templars, as far from necromancers as it’s possible to be. When she learns that not only can she see the dead, but also wield magic, she fears what the future holds. She doesn’t want to become a necromancer, or a dark blade, but there seems to be few choices now available to her. It doesn’t help that people have begun to treat her like she’s an evil necromancer and rumours have started. Nor does she believe Kellan when he says she belongs with the Assassins Of The Dead. They seem to be a mismatched group that include nobles, an assassin, a sorcerer, a shapeshifter and a vampire. Not at all like templars. And if she was to join them, the rumours will never end and her family might actually disown her. 
*

This story was written by an Australian author using Australian spelling.








  
  Dark Blade: Name Pronunciation


Like many names there is more than one way to pronounce the following ones. These are the pronunciations used in this story. 
Amiel (ah-meel)
Breena (bree-nah)
Cato (cay-toe)
Ena (en-ah)
Isha (ee-sha)
Kellan (kell-en)
Livia (liv-ee-ah)
Magan (mag-en)
Maksim (mack-sim)
Meikah (mee-cah)
Sirena (sigh-ren-ah)






  
  Dark Blade: Chapter One


Meikah strode along the edge of the road, her gaze focused on the cobblestones beneath her boots, trying not to think about the sealed parchment in the pocket of her trousers. It felt heavier than it should, the worry she tried to ignore getting worse by the minute. If it wasn’t for the fact that her sister would catch up to her, she would have walked slower to postpone arriving home. 
Trying to distract herself, she glanced at the various shops of Dreyton as she strode past, most of them preparing to close at this time of day. They lived not far from the shopping district, on the edge of one of the wealthier suburbs. Her mother wanted to move closer to the Duke’s castle, but it was almost impossible to buy anything in that district. No one wanted to sell.
“Meikah!”
She didn’t need to look behind to know her sister hurried after her. She could hear the sound of her boots against the cobblestones as she ran. Not slowing her pace, she ignored Ena in the hope she’d get the message and leave her alone. The sound of footsteps continued to come closer.
Ena slowed as she reached Meikah’s side. “Didn’t you hear me calling out to you? It wouldn’t surprise me if you failed today’s exam if that’s how much attention you pay in class.”
She tried to focus only on the sounds that her boots made against the cobblestones. But it couldn’t drown out Ena’s words.
“I heard what happened today.”
She’d have been surprised if Ena hadn’t heard. The whispers had begun almost immediately. Seconds after the stunned silence. At least she’d have four weeks off after today’s exam. If she failed, there’d be no returning to the academy.
“You should have paid more attention.”
“I did.” At twenty-two, her sister was four years older than her but always treated her like she was far younger. She didn’t know which was worse, the way Ena had always done better than her at the Templar Academy or the way she treated her like a child.
Ena continued as if Meikah hadn’t spoken. “Our family has a long history of those who’ve graduated with honours from the Templar Academy. You’re letting everyone down.”
Meikah was tempted to remind Ena their maternal grandfather had once been a beggar in the streets. Until his ability to see the dead had earned him a place at their paternal grandfather’s side. She doubted her words would slow the bragging of the honours Ena had received at each testing. Her shoulders dropped lower. Was it possible to somehow lose the results on the way home?
A shout across the road interrupted Ena. Her brown eyes narrowed as she looked at the two young men who ran down the paved footpath, laughing. A man yelled after them, picking up the hat they’d knocked off his head, warning he’d get even.
“Poor Lila. She’s so embarrassed Kellan’s her brother. At least you’re not that lame. You try I suppose.”
Meikah slowed so she could watch Kellan as he continued to run down the street, his black hair tied at the nape of his neck, his companion keeping pace. She’d never seen the young man he was with before. He wore a hooded jacket, the hood having fallen back to reveal sandy blond hair tousled by the wind. The two of them wove through the handful of people standing around talking, resulting in more shouts at their antics as they ran around a corner.
Ena grabbed hold of Meikah’s upper arm. “Stop staring at them. Come on. We need to get home and find out how you did today. You better have passed. I couldn’t live with the shame if you failed.”
Meikah pulled away from her sister’s grip, stumbling on an uneven cobblestone. She took a step towards the paved footpath when a wagon rumbled past in front of her, two coffins securely tied in the back, chains and a padlock to prevent anyone from opening either of them.
“As if we don’t have enough vampires in town. The Duke should chase them out like they do in some of the other towns.” Ena grabbed Meikah’s upper arm again, “Come on.” She let go before Meikah could pull away, striding towards home.
Meikah stared after her sister. Like her, Ena wore the black trousers and long sleeved shirt of the Templar Academy, small brass buttons running down the front. Being as she’d past her first year, Ena wore a sword at her side and would soon pass her fifth year and start her three year apprenticeship with a templar. Meikah wanted to be able to carry a sword too. She brushed the tips of her fingers across her pocket, feeling the parchment beneath the fabric.
Meikah began to follow her sister, who was getting well ahead of her. She eyed Ena’s rich brown hair that was kept extremely short, yet one more difference between them. Her hair was plaited so it hung down her back. Her sister kept telling her she’d be better off cutting it short. That a warrior needed an appropriate haircut. She feared she wasn’t much of a warrior. A true warrior wouldn’t have been nervous for an exam. She pressed her hand against the parchment in her pocket. A pity Kellan hadn’t run past her so she could have said he’d taken it from her. It was something no one would have doubted with the many pranks he’d played in the past year.
Ena glanced over her shoulder. “Hurry up.”
Meikah opened her mouth to warn her sister she was about to walk into a warrior. Her mouth remained open when her sister walked through him. A shiver ran through her and she came to a stop, staring at the warrior who began to cross the cobblestone road. He headed towards the man who’d yelled at Kellan, now dusting off his hat that he’d finally caught after a gust of wind had carted it along the footpath.
“Meikah? What are you doing? Close your mouth. You look like an idiot standing there gaping.”
The warrior drew his sword, continuing to stride towards the man who remained in place, checking over his hat.
Ena walked back to Meikah, grabbing her by the arm again. “What are you doing? Everyone will be waiting to see how you did in your first year exams.”
“Can you see him?” She pulled away from Ena.
“Who?”
“The warrior with the drawn sword.” Her mouth fell open again when she saw a woman ride her horse directly through the warrior like he didn’t exist. “Spirit.” The word was a whisper.
“What?” Ena looked around. “We can’t see spirits. We’re not necromancers.”
“It’s not only necromancers who can see spirits.” She didn’t like it when people insinuated her grandfather was a necromancer. He had no magical abilities at all. She continued to stare at the spirit that had almost reached the man who’d started walking towards the group talking near the corner. She wanted to turn away, pretend she couldn’t see. She didn’t want people thinking she might be a necromancer. But the man would die. “Sorry.” Before her sister could ask her what she was sorry for, she drew the sword from her sister’s scabbard and ran towards the spirit.
The man glanced in her direction, breaking into a run when he saw her coming towards him.
The spirit looked over his shoulder, turning around when he spotted her. “You can see me?”
“Yes.”
The spirit grinned. “A necromancer with a sword. Fascinating. They tend to prefer daggers or straight magic.”
“I’m not a necromancer.” She had no magical ability.
“Then you can’t harm me, only be a minor hindrance.”
“Meikah! Stop carrying on and bring my sword back.”
The spirit laughed. “Those who can’t see are so entertaining. Step out of my way or the one calling out to you will be the next one to die.”
Fear for her sister raced through her. “You will leave my sister alone.” She swung at the spirit, her sword connecting with his, the sound of metal striking metal ringing out in the street.
Ena screamed. The man who’d been running turned around and shouted for help. Several people called out the word ‘necromancer’.






  
  Dark Blade: Chapter Two


Meikah didn’t have time to look in her sister’s direction to see why she’d screamed. The spirit attacked, driving her back with each swing of his sword. Ena’s sword felt unfamiliar. Anger at the academy’s rule that student’s couldn’t carry weapons until they passed their first year rushed through her. Their stupid rule was likely to get her killed. Not that she knew what she could have done even if she’d been using a familiar sword. The warrior was a lot more skilled than her. What had she been thinking? 
“You won’t change anything,” the spirit warned. “Once I’ve killed you, I’ll kill the one who screamed and then the man I was originally summoned to kill. Along with any others who might get in my way.”
“Not today.” She didn’t want to die. Or let her sister die either. She swung again. Lightning crawled along her sword as it collided with the other weapon. Shock momentarily froze her in place. A shout got her moving again.
“Throw yourself to the left.”
She had no idea why she obeyed the shouted words. More than likely it was the sword coming towards her. Possibly the shock at seeing magic flood along the blade of her sword. She landed hard on the cobblestones, turning so she could face the spirit.
Before he could attack, a flaming dagger pierced his body. The spirit barely had time to look down at his chest before his body exploded in light, the dagger clattering to the cobblestones, the flames extinguished.
Behind her, Meikah could hear her sister screaming at her to get to her feet. Ahead of her was the sound of running footsteps coming closer. It took her a few seconds to realise Ena believed the spirit was still there. She hadn’t seen him disappear.
“Are you all right?” Kellen held out a hand.
It was a few seconds before she was able to take it. “I don’t know.” Once she was on her feet, she looked at her sister’s sword she continued to hold. The blade seemed normal. She was unharmed, but that didn’t mean she was all right. She could do magic? It felt like the world tilted. She couldn’t do magic. It wasn’t possible.
Kellen’s companion joined them. “What happened?”
Meikah met his dark blue eyes, which were almost purple in colour, before she glanced around. “I’m not sure.” It all felt like a dream. A really bad dream.
“Are you hurt?” Kellen looked her up and down.
Meikah realised she continued to hold his hand. She let go, shaking her head, staring into his dark brown eyes. Not physically. She couldn’t bring herself to say those words aloud.
Kellen looked past her. “Then I’ll leave you to it before your sister reaches us. Sorry to say, but your sister is annoying. Worse than mine.” He grinned before sauntering off, his companion following him.
Ena stopped beside her. “What is going on?”
Meikah held the sword out to her sister, not bothering to answer. If she was lucky, no one had seen the lightning dance along the blade. She couldn’t be a necromancer. No one in her family had ever been one.
“Well?” Ena sheathed the sword.
Meikah looked away, her gaze drawn to where the spirit had been killed. The dagger was gone. She glanced around. It was nowhere. All she could see were people staring back at her, talking quietly amongst themselves. She dreaded knowing what they said.
“Are you listening to me?” Ena demanded.
Meikah gave a half shrug, guessing that telling her sister ‘no’ wouldn’t be a good idea. “Let’s go home.”
“That’s what I keep saying. You haven’t heard a word I’ve said.”
She strode beside Ena, glancing over her shoulder at the crowd that continued to gather, one of the women pointing in her direction. She pressed her hand against her pocket to find the parchment was unharmed. A glance at her sister showed she’d probably notice if she tried to get rid of it.
“Well?”
Meikah gave another half shrug, not having paid any attention to what Ena had said.
“Kellen might have gone to the Spell Sword Academy, but it’s all the same. If you fail your first year at the Templar Academy you’ll end up like him.”
The sound of his laughter echoed in her mind followed by the image of his grin. A smile began to form. She suppressed it.
“Don’t laugh about it.” Ena grabbed her by the arm and pulled her onto the paved footpath, out of the way of three horses that raced past them, heading in the same direction they were going. “Grandad Maksim would be appalled if you failed. Especially after all the time he’s spent helping you train.”
“Kellen didn’t fail. He was thrown out.” It had been the talk of the town last year. “And Grandad Maksim wouldn’t be disappointed. Only Grandad Harlen would be.”
“They both would be.”
Recognising her sister’s tone, Meikah didn’t bother arguing. She also didn’t bother listening to what her sister said, staring at the corner that was coming closer. They were nearly home. She pressed her hand against her pocket, a glance at her sister. She’d lost all chances to get rid of the results. Not that it would have done little more than postpone the inevitable. She had probably failed.
Images of the exam came to mind. She tried to push them aside. They flooded her mind and she saw herself drop her sword over and over again. The worst start possible for the first fight of her exam. The entire academy would probably be talking about it for weeks. Or months. Although after today, they were more likely to be whispering the word necromancer. It couldn’t be possible. Somehow it had to be a mistake. Her family were templars.
“Meikah. Pay attention.”
About to demand ‘what’ she realised she’d almost walked past the corner. Turning, she froze when she saw the three horses tied to the post at the front of their house. Dread settled over her. Recognising one of the horses, her heart sank. It belonged to a trainer at the Templar Academy. Surely she hadn’t failed that badly.
Ena stopped a few steps ahead of her, falling silent for a moment. “You shouldn’t have done it.”
“Done what?”
“Attacked the spirit.” Ena paused a moment. “Used magic.”
There went her hope that no one had noticed the lightning. “The man would have been dead.”
Ena faced her. “Better he died than you become a necromancer.” 
“How can you say that?” She slowly shook her head. “You can’t mean it.”
“You’re such a child. Our parents shouldn’t have babied you so much.”
Meikah didn’t bother arguing the words. She knew they weren’t true. Neither of them had been babied. “He would have died.”
“I know.” Ena gestured towards their house. “But it’d be better than what you’ll have to face now.”
“You’re wrong.”
“Am I? Then why are you standing here instead of going home?”
She looked past Ena to the horses, unable to take a step towards them. It wasn’t fear of being accused a necromancer that kept her standing there. Her hand brushed across her pocket, the parchment still there. She’d trained her entire life to become a templar.
“Well?”
She barely managed not to sigh. “A man lived. That is better.” She forced herself to walk past her sister.
“We’ll see.”
She didn’t bother to reply. Her sister would argue the colour of the sky.
“You know they’ll send another spirit after him. Necromancers are like that. They can keep sending spirits until the person is dead.”
Her breath caught in her throat and she stumbled. “They’ll assign him a guard.”
“No. He didn’t look wealthy enough that anyone would bother. He’ll be dead within the week. Probably by tomorrow.”
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Meikah walked faster, wanting to leave her sister and her comments behind. Reaching the front door, her steps again slowed. Behind her was Ena, ahead three strangers. Neither option sounded good. 
“Are you having second thoughts?”
Her hand curled into a fist and she had to force her fingers to straighten. “No.” She swung the door open and stepped inside the entrance hall. She froze when she saw her grandmother.
Ena pushed past her. “Is something wrong, Grandmother Isha?”
“You’ll never be too old that I can’t send you to your room for impertinence.” After a sharp look for Ena, Isha turned to Meikah. “They’re waiting for you in the parlour.” She came forward and took Meikah’s hands. “Your grandfather will be so proud when he hears what you did, saving that man’s life.”
“I don’t want to be a necromancer.” She looked at the familiar face of her grandmother, deep lines carved into the leathery skin of her face, her long hair completely white and braided to hang down her back.
“Do you plan to raise the dead?”
“No.”
“Then you have nothing to fear.” Isha tightened her grip a moment before letting go. “They’re waiting for you. Hold you head high and look them in the eye. You’ve done nothing wrong.”
“Yet,” Ena muttered, stepping back when Isha turned to glare at her.
Meikah was tempted to say it didn’t feel like it. If it wasn’t seeing spirits and having magic then it was failing her exam. Her father’s family consisted of generations of templars. She didn’t want to be the one to end that tradition. She glanced at her sister before she slowly walked towards the parlour. Ena certainly wouldn’t be the one who did that.
Reaching the closed door, she knocked softly, half hoping no one would hear her.
“Enter.”
At the sound of Harlen’s voice, she took a step backwards. Her grandfather was here? Things were worse than she feared. They often saw Maksim, when he was between assignments, but Harlen tended to only visit when there was a problem.
The door swung open. Harlen remained in the doorway, his permanent frown seeming deeper than usual, his black and silver hair neatly styled, his clothes of the finest fabric. “Did you not hear me?”
Meikah nodded.
“Then why are you standing there?”
She could think of nothing to say. Harlen wouldn’t accept fear as a suitable answer. Taking a step forward, she waited for her grandfather to move out of the way.
He remained in place. “You will not shame our family.” His voice was low.
Meikah nodded, trying to swallow past the lump that had formed in her throat. Had her trainer told him about the exam? Again she saw herself drop the sword, the clatter loud in the silent room.
Harlen stepped back, waiting until Meikah was in the room before he closed the door.
She could feel him at her back, a formidable presence preventing retreat. Glancing around the room, she saw both her parents, her grandmother Sirena, a trainer from the Templar Academy, another man and a woman. From past experience, she guessed Isha had disagreed with what was to come and had been asked to leave the room. It never made a difference. Isha always followed her own path.
Raising her chin, she met the many stares, refusing to let them send her running. Not that she could run anyway. Harlen was in the way. “You wanted to see me?” If Isha could face their combined forces, then she could too. Didn’t her mother often say she was like her grandmother? Although it was never in a complimentary way.
“We’ve arranged for you to attend the Dark Blade Academy.” Heron gestured towards the woman that stood to one side.
It took a few seconds for her father’s words to sink in. “I failed?” She looked towards the templar trainer.
“Your exam results don’t matter. Your skills will be more suited to the Dark Blade Academy,” Heron said.
“But I don’t want to be an assassin,” Meikah blurted out.
“We will not have you become a necromancer.”
She stepped to the side at her grandfather’s words so she could see him. The protest she started to make died when she saw her grandfather’s expression. She faced her father. “Why can’t I be a templar?”
“You belong in our academy,” the woman said.
The man took half a step forward. “With her talents she’d do better at the Spell Sword Academy.”
When an argument broke out, Meikah glanced towards the door. Harlen remained in the way, his voice the loudest in the room. She looked towards the window, the view showing the cobblestone street that passed the front of their two-storey house. There was no escape out that way. Her mother was in the way, shaking her head when the templar trainer suggested familiar surroundings without magic was the best option.
Meikah retreated to the side of the room, wanting to fade into the dark timber panelling of the wall. Her hand brushed across her pocket and she remembered the parchment she’d pushed in there, dreading the moment she had to hand it over to her parents. A glance towards them showed no one was paying her any attention. She drew out the parchment, her gaze fixed on the seal stamped in the drop of red wax. The seal of the Templar Academy. The place where her parents had trained. The place her grandfather and his mother before him had trained. Even Maksim had eventually been allowed to become a templar, having first been trained by Harlen.
“Are you going to open it?”
Meikah looked from the woman to the spot she’d stood in. “How long have you been there?”
The woman smiled fleetingly, nodding towards the parchment. “It won’t make a difference, but curiosity is always a healthy thing. Knowledge is power.”
“If you’re an assassin.”
“No matter who you are.”
Meikah’s gaze returned to the parchment, staring at it a moment longer before she slid her fingers under the drop of wax. She unfolded the parchment, staring at the sprawled writing of the director of the Templar Academy. It took a few seconds for the results to sink in. She’d passed. Barely, but it was still a pass.
“We will expect better of you than that,” the woman said.
“I don’t want to be an assassin.”
“Would you rather be a necromancer?”
“No.” She spoke in a rush. “Of course I don’t.”
“Then you’ll become an assassin. Being able to see the dead is an asset for those trained to go places where others try to keep you from entering.”
“And my magic?”
“You’ll forget about it and learn to rely on the skill of your blades. Or the bow if you’re that way inclined.”
She almost told the woman she couldn’t use a bow. But that would have meant explaining why she was certain she couldn’t use one. She doubted she’d be able to tell the woman beside her that she’d accidentally shot her trainer in the arm and he’d refused to return. “I prefer a sword.”
“You’ll learn to prefer a dagger.” The woman smiled slightly. “It’s settled. I’ll see you at the academy tomorrow morning. We have a lot of work to cover. When you enter the building go straight ahead, turning at the first corridor on the left. It’s the third classroom on the right.” She strode towards the door. “There’s nothing more to argue about. I’ve settled it with the girl. She’ll be at the academy in the morning.” She faced Harlen. “Is there a reason you continue to bar the door?”
Meikah was surprised to see her grandfather look flustered. In minutes the room was empty of all but her parents, her grandfather having warned her once more not to shame the family before he and her grandmother left.
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Meikah stared silently at her parents, the parchment in her hand. 
“You’ll need a different shirt,” Heron said.
“The buttons could be replaced on that one for now,” Breena said.
Meikah held out the parchment. “I passed.”
“We’ll expect you to do as well at the Dark Blade Academy.” Heron didn’t take the parchment.
Meikah continued to hold it out. “I want to be a templar.”
“That isn’t an option,” Breena said.
“There are always options. You just don’t want to take them,” Isha said from the doorway.
Meikah lowered her hand as she turned to face Isha. “Which option would you take?”
“Let you choose for yourself.”
“My father has been invited to the Duke’s council. I’ll not have this impact on that invitation. You know what the gossips are like in this town. Look how quickly everyone arrived. You had two academies wanting you. They know our family is on the rise,” Heron said. “Being part of the Duke’s council could mean great things for us.”
Ena peered past Isha, who remained in the doorway. “When did that happen? Why didn’t you say something?”
“This morning,” Breena said. “He sent us a message about it this morning after you had both left for the academy.”
“Will we be invited to any of the balls the duchess hosts?” Ena tried to get past Isha.
The older woman remained in the doorway. “Have you forgotten what we were discussing?”
“The discussion is over,” Heron stated.
Isha turned to Breena. “What do you say?”
“The same.”
Isha slowly shook her head. “When your father found a way off the streets it was to provide us with opportunities. Not take them away.”
“A closer association with the Duke is an opportunity,” Breena said.
Isha glanced at Meikah before looking at her daughter again. “Something is only an opportunity if it suits a person. Otherwise it’s a trap they want to escape.”
Breena strode towards the doorway, stopping in front of Isha. “You are in the way. I have things to do, mother.”
Isha held Breena’s gaze a moment longer before she let her through. When Heron followed, Ena at his side asking questions about the Duke, Isha entered the parlour, holding out her hand. “Let me see your results, Meikie.”
She smiled at the childhood name. “It’s all right. They aren’t that good.”
“Did you pass?”
Meikah nodded.
“Then that’s all that matters.” Isha continued to hold out her hand.
Meikah gave her the parchment, watching as she read the results.
“You did good.” Isha handed the parchment back, glancing over her shoulder before moving closer and lowering her voice. “They had a sword made for you. If you run up to your room before they remember, you’ll find it on your bed.”
Meikah grinned. “Thank you, Grandmother Isha.” She kissed the woman’s cheek, dashing from the room and racing towards the stairs. She brushed past her mother, ignoring the warning to slow down, reaching her room to find a cloth wrapped parcel on her bed. She’d barely unwrapped the sword when Breena entered the room. She remained seated on the bed, clutching the scabbard as she stared at her mother.
“Your grandmother told you, didn’t she?” Breena had the same coloured brown eyes and rich brown hair as her daughters, only a few strands of grey showing. Her hair was cut to fall in waves around her shoulders and was occasionally held back with an ornamental clasp. Today she’d left it down.
Meikah’s grip tightened on the scabbard. “I don’t want daggers. This is what I’ve spent most of my life training with.”
Breena sat on the bed, placing her hand on the scabbard Meikah continued to grip tightly. “Some things aren’t meant to be.”
“Some things you have to fight for,” Isha said from the doorway.
“Will you stop interfering?” Breena glared at her mother.
“We never raised you to be a quitter.”
“You raised me to go after what I want. This is the life I want for my family. To be amongst those who make the decisions and choose the fate of the town.”
“So you’ll sacrifice one of your daughters for that.”
“No one is being sacrificed. We’ve found a new direction for her. One that will protect her.”
“What if she doesn’t want to be protected?”
Breena rose to her feet. “Do you want her to become a necromancer? She can see the dead and use magic. What other choices are there for her?”
Isha entered the room, standing toe to toe with Breena. “Whatever she wishes to choose. Nothing says she must be a necromancer because she has the skills to be one.”
“History says otherwise. The majority with those talents become necromancers.”
Meikah stood up, strapping on her sword while her mother was distracted. She was determined to at least keep this even if she couldn’t become a templar. She couldn’t imagine being anything else. Her entire life had been about doing everything possible to become one.
“Have you ever wondered why?” Isha asked. “Do you leave them any other choice?”
“Didn’t you say there are always choices?” Breena demanded.
“There are. It doesn’t mean they are good ones or that others will agree with them.”
“It doesn’t matter. The decision has been made.” Breena strode from the room.
Meikah stared after her mother, wanting to argue. Isha was wrong. She obviously had no choice.
“I’m sorry, Meikie. Maybe when Maksim returns he can make them understand.”
“It doesn’t matter.” She glanced at the parchment she’d left on her bed. “I don’t think I’m meant to be a templar anyway.” She’d barely passed.
“You aren’t meant to be an assassin either. They take the highest bid, regardless of who’s right. Could you kill an innocent?”
She looked away, unable to meet Isha’s gaze. “I’ll figure something out.” Something that didn’t involve her becoming a necromancer.
Isha came forward to rest a hand on Meikah’s shoulder. “I know you will. Maksim and I will stand with you no matter what you choose. Even if it’s becoming a necromancer.”
“They’re evil.”
“Are they?” Isha paused a moment. “You’re not evil and you have the skills to become one. So are they all evil?”
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Meikah stared at Isha, having no answer for her, questions tumbling through her mind. Weren’t necromancers evil? She’d only ever heard stories. Who knew what was true anymore. 
“Maksim will be home soon. If the Dark Blade Academy isn’t what you want, he’ll help you return to the Templar Academy.”
“Thanks.”
Isha smiled. “I know that tone.” She pointed an accusing finger at Meikah. “Don’t you let them force you into this. You make your own decisions.”
“What if I don’t know what I want?”
“Then you wait until you do and you stay firm no matter what obstacles they put in your way.”
She nodded. That she could do. If she ever figured it out. The image of dropping her sword came to mind. Becoming a templar might not be her future even though she’d trained her entire life to become one. What kind of warrior became so nervous at the thought of being tested that they dropped their sword?
Isha tightened her grip on Meikah’s shoulder. “Don’t take too long or you might end up settling for what they’ve chosen.” She started to turn away. “That boy you like was at the door after you came upstairs.”
For a moment she almost said the name Kellan.
“From the Templar Academy. The one who occasionally visits on some flimsy excuse. Your father sent him on his way. Said we were all busy. Including you.”
“Cato.”
“That’s the one.” Isha grinned. “If you were to sneak out the back I bet you could catch up with him before he reaches home. He looked disappointed enough his steps are likely to be slow.”
She didn’t feel like being sociable. Not with the thought of having to attend the Dark Blade Academy hanging over her. “I’ll see him-” She’d been about to say tomorrow. “Another day.”
Nodding, Isha left the room.
Meikah sat on her bed, trying to figure out what she should do. Why had she attacked the spirit? Her shoulders slumped. How could she have done anything else? The scene replayed in her mind, her mouth dropping open as she realised she wasn’t the only one in town with the skills to be a necromancer. Someone had thrown that dagger and had known exactly where to aim. And they’d ordered her out of the way.
She tried to think of everyone who’d been on the street. Most of the faces were a blur. The only ones she remembered clearly were those of the man she’d saved, Kellen’s and his companion. It didn’t help. She had no idea what a necromancer looked like and what they were capable of. Or what someone with the skills to become a necromancer could do.
Rising, she made her way to the oval mirror that hung above the chest of drawers, which was along one wall. Staring at herself, she tried to see if there were any differences. As far as she could see, there were none. She had the same rich brown hair, dark brown eyes and narrow face as always. There was a worried expression she wasn’t accustomed to seeing, but apart from that, she didn’t look any different.
She couldn’t possibly be a necromancer. Her stomach twisted. A pity her ability to use magic and see the dead said otherwise. Raising a hand, she stared at it. Sorcerers could toss the elements from their hands like they were formed there. Could necromancers? She closed her hand, determined not to think about it any longer.
Isha was right. She had to figure out what she did want, not focus on everything else. Maybe she should go after Cato. At least talking to him would take her mind off her problems for a bit.
After striding down a couple of streets, she decided she’d left it too long and returned home, noticing a hooded figure across the street in the shadows of a tree. She stared at the figure for a moment. What were they doing there? For a second she feared they were spying on her family’s home. She pushed that fanciful notion away. It was ridiculous. Her family weren’t that important. Although Harlen wished they were.
Heading inside, she managed to avoid her sister until the family sat down for the evening meal together. It was a silent and uncomfortable affair and she escaped as soon as possible, using the excuse that she was tired. Tossing and turning in bed she regretted the excuse during the hours it took to fall asleep. It was well after the rest of the house had fallen silent and long past the normal time she went to sleep.
It felt like she’d barely closed her eyes when a sound had her sitting up in bed, looking towards her window. She frowned as the curtain shifted in the breeze, certain the window had only been left open a fraction. Throwing back the bed linen, she swung her feet to the floor, the rug keeping her feet from the cold timber floorboards. Before she had a chance to rise from the bed, she was grabbed from behind. An arm going around her waist, holding her tight against a warm body, a hand covering her mouth.
“Don’t scream. I need to talk to you.” The hand moved away from her mouth, remaining close.
“Kellan?” She tried to pull away.
“Yeah. You won’t scream?”
“That depends on if you let me go or not.” Screaming had been the furthest thing from her mind. She’d been busy figuring out what was nearby to use as a weapon. “You’re lucky I don’t sleep with a dagger.”
He chuckled softly, releasing her.
Rising, she turned to face him. He was little more than a shadow. “What are you doing here?”
“The Dark Blade Academy isn’t where you belong.”
“They didn’t give me a choice. The Templar Academy is no longer an option and they argued against me going to an academy that teaches magic.” How had he known? Had the rumours spread that far already?
“I wasn’t suggesting an academy.”
“What were you suggesting?”
“Assassins Of The Dead.”
“The what?” She’d never heard of them before. Or anything slightly resembling that name.
“Unlike dark blades, we help those who need it, not those who can afford the highest bid.”
“We?” She glanced in the direction of the unlit candle on the chest of drawers beneath the mirror, not knowing if she should light it or tell Kellan to leave her room.
“You don’t think you’re the only one who can see the dead.”
She hadn’t thought that at all. “The dagger that killed the spirit was yours?”
“No. It belongs to Mace. He comes from a long line of sorcerers.”
She started to ask another question, shaking her head instead. “You need to leave.” She frowned. “My parents should have already come running in here. My father always sets the wards, every night, before he goes to bed.” No one could get in or out once he’d done that. Not without her parents knowing.
Kellan chuckled. “He needs the services of a better sorcerer. It only took me five minutes to turn them off.”
“You did what?” She had visions of assassins breaking into their home and murdering them all in their sleep. “Turn them back on.”
“When I leave.” He paused a moment. “Come with me. Come and meet Danton.”
“Who’s Danton? Actually, forget it. You need to leave. If you want to talk to me, visit during the day like a normal person.”
“Danton runs the Assassins Of The Dead in this town.” He took hold of her hand, drawing her close. “Are you going to come with me?”






  
  Dark Blade: Chapter Six


Meikah stared at Kellan’s hands that continued to hold hers, trying to see more than shadows. She could easily imagine what her parents would say if they caught her sneaking out of the house. “I can’t.” She was already in enough trouble. 
“The man you saved, he tried to get a bodyguard. They refused to help him.”
“Why?” She tried to convince herself to pull her hand from his light grip.
“Because he’s unimportant. Only a town guard. There’s more than enough of them that losing a single guard won’t matter to most.”
“Surely if he asked again-”
“It won’t make a difference. I’ll take you to him. He’s with Danton and wants to thank you.” Kellan chuckled. “He’s not all that impressed with Mace or me. Said he better not catch us up to no good again when he’s on patrol.”
She wasn’t surprised. Kellan had knocked his hat from his head yesterday afternoon. “My family would be horrified if I snuck out.” Isha wouldn’t be.
“All families need a black sheep. It gives them something to complain about.”
“Grandfather Harlen received an invitation to join the Duke’s council. I can’t ruin that for him.” It would affect her entire family.
“It hasn’t caused my family to be thrown off the council.”
“Your family has been on the council for generations.”
Kellan lightly squeezed her hand. “What’s more important? Your grandfather being on the council or a man’s life?”
She knew it shouldn’t be a hard question to answer. But she couldn’t bring herself to speak the one she should give. Not with Harlen’s words ringing in her mind. ‘You will not shame our family’.
“You never asked why a necromancer wants an unimportant town guard dead.”
“I didn’t think you’d know.”
“We don’t, but we plan to find out. Aren’t you curious?”
More than she could admit. She drew her hand from his, regretting the action the moment she made it. “I have to be up early tomorrow. I start at the Dark Blade Academy.” When he remained silent, she was tempted to speak again except she didn’t know what to say.
“I always thought you were different. That you chose your own path.” He strode to the window, pausing beside it, blocking what little light entered the room. “I guess I was wrong.” He slipped outside, disappearing from view.
She ran to the window, peering outside, trying to spot him in the shadows of the backyard. He was nowhere to be found. She remained standing by the window for a long time, the light breeze making the curtain flap softly beside her. He was wrong. He had to be wrong. She did choose her own path.
After a few minutes, she returned to bed, tossing and turning until her room was filled with the light of the rising sun. She lay in bed, staring at the ceiling above her. All the previous day’s problems came back and she tried not to think about them. She couldn’t keep Kellen’s words from invading her mind. ‘I always thought you were different.’ His words had hurt. Or more accurately, the tone of his voice. She forced herself out of bed and got ready for the day.
The morning meal was another silent affair. Normally there was at least some talk at meal times. Meikah kept her gaze on her food, trying to ignore the frequent glances, half tempted to ask if someone had died. She doubted they’d appreciate such a question this morning. Isha probably would, but she was noticeably absent.
Meikah pushed her chair back. “I guess I should go to the Dark Blade Academy.”
“Not wearing that.” Breena gestured towards the sword at Meikah’s side.
Her hand rested on the hilt of her sword. “I don’t know how to use a dagger.” And she wasn’t about to leave home unarmed. Not after yesterday.
“You’ll learn. Leave your sword in your room,” Heron said.
Meikah glanced at her retreating sister, wishing she could escape as easily. “I don’t want to be an assassin.”
“It’s already settled,” Heron said.
“Don’t be difficult.” Breena placed her cutlery on her empty plate, her gaze remaining on Meikah.
Looking at each of her parents, more of Kellan’s words rang in her mind. ‘The Dark Blade Academy isn’t where you belong.’ A pity he didn’t have a better option other than more assassins. She’d been raised to be a warrior, not an assassin hiding in the shadows. Protect and serve. That was what she’d been raised to believe in. The only ones the assassins served were themselves.
Heron pushed away from the table. “Hurry up. You don’t want to be late on your first day.”
Not bothering to answer, she strode from the room, headed for the front door rather than her bedroom. Stepping outside, she nearly ran into Ena.
“They’ll find out.” Ena nodded towards the sword.
“I know.” Meikah strode to the footpath.
Ena kept pace with her. “Are you trying to cause trouble?”
Movement caught Meikah’s attention and she turned in time to catch a glimpse of a figure dressed in a blue so dark it was nearly black. Their head and face were covered and they slipped around the corner of a nearby house. Ignoring her sister’s chatter, she kept glancing over her shoulder until they turned right at the main road.
“Are you listening to me?” Ena demanded.
Meikah gave a half shrug.
“That isn’t an answer. I hate when you do that.”
She was tempted to give another half shrug. Her attention was caught by a figure across the road. Was that the dark clothed person she’d seen before?
“Meikah.” Ena’s tone was sharp.
She glanced at her sister before scanning the area for the figure again. They were gone. “What?” Ahead she saw the imposing gates of the Dark Blade Academy. The Templar Academy was further along the road.
“I knew you weren’t listening to me.”
“Then why did you ask if I was?”
“Give me your sword. I’ll look after it for the day. Haven’t you caused enough trouble?”
She stopped walking, turning to stare at her sister. “I’ve what?”
Ena also stopped and faced her. “You heard me. You should have pretended you didn’t see the spirit. No one is going to want to have anything to do with a necromancer.”
“I’m not a necromancer.”
“Aren’t you?”
Before Meikah had a chance to reply, movement again caught her attention. Cato hurried past, his gaze fixed on the paved footpath, his head lowered and his shoulders tucked in as if he tried to hide. “Cato?”
He looked over his shoulder, before glancing around the area. “Ahh, morning.” Ducking his head, he hurried away.
Meikah stared after him. He always spoke to her. In complete sentences and with more words than necessary. He’d been part of the reason she’d dropped her sword at the start of her exam. Between how nervous exams made her and Cato calling out good luck and startling her, she’d have been surprised if she hadn’t done something wrong.
“See. No one wants to have anything to do with a necromancer.”
Meikah turned to glare at Ena. “I’m not a necromancer.” She stalked away before Ena could say anything else. After stepping through the front gates, which were wide open, she stopped to stare up at the imposing building ahead of her. Her hand rested on the hilt of her sword. There were a lot of similarities to the Templar Academy. Sadly not in the ways that would make a difference to her. The Dark Blade Academy had different beliefs to the Templar Academy. Their students often mocked the Templar Academy’s code of protect and serve.
Someone brushed past Meikah and she stared after the dark clothed figure, pretty certain it was the one who’d been following her. She hurried after them, wanting to demand what was going on. She caught up with them outside her classroom door, grabbing hold of their arm and drawing them back before they could enter. “What do you want?”
“I’ve already told you.”
“Kell-”
He clamped a hand over her mouth. “No names.”
She pushed his hand away from her mouth, meeting his gaze, seeing his dark brown eyes, the only part of him that was visible. “What are you doing here?”
“We can train at any academy we want.”
“Even the Templar Academy?”
“Yes, but not exactly.”
“If I joined you I could return to the Templar Academy?”
“You need to alternate between all of them. You can’t remain at any one place. And you have to remain anonymous. But there are better ways to train.”
“Then what’s the point in alternating?”
“The more skills you have the longer you should manage to survive.”
“Are you going in or standing here all day?” A young woman stood beside them, her hands on her hips, the corners of her mouth turned down. “You’re in my way.”






  
  Dark Blade: Chapter Seven


Meikah stepped to the side, while Kellan remained in the doorway. 
The young woman glared at him. “I guess the necro is smarter than you. Whoever you are.”
Meikah was tempted to rejoin Kellan in the doorway. She was not a necromancer.
He chuckled. “How do you know we’re not both necromancers?”
“Are you going to get out of the doorway or should I do something about it?” A dagger seemed to appear in both of the young woman’s hands. “Well?”
Another dark clothed figure joined Kellan, slipping past the girl to stand at his side. “Time to go. We have a problem.”
Meikah recognised the voice and bluish-purple eyes. It was Kellan’s companion of yesterday. Mace.
Kellan nodded to the dagger wielding woman. “We’ll have to finish this another time.”
“Sure. I’m ready whenever you are.” She entered the room when Kellan stepped out of the doorway, keeping an eye on him as she stepped around them.
Meikah grabbed hold of Kellan’s arm before he could stride past her. “What’s going on?”
Kellan stopped, meeting her gaze. “You coming with us?”
She shook her head.
“Guess you don’t need to know then.” He pulled out of her grip and strode down the hallway, Mace at his side.
She stared after them, feeling like she’d given the wrong answer. She spun to face the doorway when it felt like someone watched her. The young woman stood there, her daggers again hidden.
“Go live in the mountains with the rest of your kind. We don’t want you here.”
“You’re going to turn eventually. It’s only a matter of time.”
Meikah spun to face the young man behind her. Taking a step to the side, so she could see both of them, she tried not to rest her hand on the hilt of her sword. How had she reached this point? This wasn’t her. Isha’s words ran through her mind, overriding those of Harlen’s. She’d let the pressures of the exam get to her. A smile slowly formed. “Guess you better look out then.” She stepped around the young man and strode down the hallway. She didn’t know if the Assassins Of The Dead were for her, but the Dark Blade Academy certainly wasn’t.
“Get back here,” the young woman called after her.
Meikah kept walking, breaking into a run when she turned the corner and saw Kellan and Mace had nearly reached the door. “Wait up.” They both stopped. Kellan turned to face her while Mace watched the other direction.
“Change your mind?” Kellen asked.
She gave a half shrug. “Something like that.” She wasn’t about to stay in a place where she wasn’t wanted. Isha was right. ‘Do you leave them any other choice?’ It appeared no one did. Everyone had already decided she was a necromancer. She walked beside Kellan, Mace leading the way. “Where are we going?”
“To meet the boss.”
“Da-”
Kellan interrupted her. “No names.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Not around here.”
Meikah glanced behind to see a small group of students silently walking towards them. “How do you get around that?”
“We use nicknames.”
“What do they call you?” She looked at Mace when he chuckled.
“We call him Misty.”
“Don’t listen to him.” Kellan said. “He’s the only one who does that. Come on, let’s get going.”
Meikah blinked in the bright morning light as they left the shadowy interior of the academy. “Why do you call him Misty?”
Mace slowed so he could walk on her other side. “The boss usually calls us after our magic.” He chuckled again, nodding towards Kellan. “He can call up a mist.”
“The boss calls me Rain. I can change the weather.” Kellan gestured towards Mace. “He’s Blaze.”
“The fire that was on the dagger,” Meikah said.
“It doesn’t have to be a dagger.” Mace raised a hand, palm up, a flame flickering to life, out before it had barely formed. “The boss gets annoyed if we use magic around town. People tend to want to bring out the pitchforks as it reminds them we can also see the dead.”
“He has a name for you,” Kellan said.
“Why?”
“Because you’re one of us.”
She wanted to argue Kellan’s words, but she didn’t really know where she belonged. “What did he call me?”
“Strike. For lightning strike.”
She tried not to think of the moment when the lightning had crawled along the blade of her sister’s sword. “I’ve never done that before.” The image was burned into her mind. It wouldn’t be easily forgotten.
“Most people don’t realise they have magic unless they’re born into a sorcerer family,” Mace said.
“Or a Spell Sword family,” Kellan said.
“We’re templars.” Or at least her family was. The last sorcerer in the family had been her great grandfather, now long dead. She didn’t know what she was. Didn’t even want to think about it anymore. She’d figure it out later. “Where are we going?”
“You’ll see in a minute,” Kellan said.
Looking around the area, she saw they were near where she’d seen the spirit yesterday. “There’s only shops around here.”
“Exactly.” Mace started across the cobblestone road.
Meikah hurried after him. “What do you mean by that?”
They’d barely reached the footpath when the door of a bookshop swung open. A young man dressed in black clothes, the hood of his jacket pulled up to shadow his face, demanded, “What took so long? Livia is exhausted.”
When they stopped in front of him, Meikah could see the dark eyed man looked as fatigued as he claimed his friend was. He appeared to be a year or two older than her, his silent movements reminding her of the students of the Dark Blade Academy.
“Meikah, this is Shade. Or Twist as the boss named him,” Kellan said.
Mace stepped up close to Shade. “We can’t get inside if you don’t get out of the way.”
She watched them enter the shop, looking at the name. ‘Fable. Tomes of the Arcane.’ She stared at the decorative writing scrawled across the top of the building, until her gaze was drawn to the windows, unable to see much of the shadowy interior.
Kellan came back outside. His hooded mask had been removed and he now wore a sword at his side. “You coming in? Everyone is waiting to meet you.”
“Everyone?”
Kellan grinned. “You don’t need to be afraid.”
She raised her chin, meeting his gaze. “I am not afraid.”
“Then why are you standing out here?”
She gestured towards the sign. “It’s a necro bookshop.”
Kellan chuckled. “It’s a sorcerer’s bookshop.” He took hold of her hand. “Come on. Danton is waiting to meet you.”
She let herself be drawn inside. It took a few seconds for her eyes to become accustomed to the dim interior after the brightness outside. The place seemed to be crowded, not only with books. There was a large, black mountain cat sprawled across the counter taking up most of its length. A man stood behind the counter, flicking through a book, waving aside Mace who was demanding to know what was going on. The man she’d saved paced back and forth in front of the counter, muttering under his breath and frequently running his fingers through his short hair. Shade stood off to one side, his hood back, glaring at a robed man next to him.
Kellan strode up to the counter, stepping around the pacing man. “Livia, time to change. I’ve got someone who wants to meet you.”
The cat raised its head, blinking sleepily at him before jumping off the counter and changing into the figure of a young woman in a single movement. Livia turned to Meikah, looking her up and down with eyes that were a shade lighter than her auburn coloured hair, startling against her creamy coloured skin.
Meikah tried to think of something to say. She’d never met a shapeshifter before and all that came to mind were questions.
“So you’re the new one,” Livia said.
Livia’s tone made Meikah want to disagree. Not about if she was the new one, but about whether or not she’d be of any use to them “I haven’t decided.”
Mace chuckled. “I think you have.”
Shade stepped away from the corner with a last glare for the man next to him, who’d been talking too quietly for Meikah to hear. “You lot can take over. I’m off to bed.” His gaze went to Mace. “And if your great grandfather doesn’t stop hassling me I’m going to scatter his spirit so badly he won’t be able to reform for months.” He strode around the counter, glancing over his shoulder before he stepped through a curtained doorway. “You coming, Liv?”
Livia nodded before turning to Kellen. “Mace can tell you what we learned.” She followed Shade.
“There’s a house behind the shop?” Meikah asked.
The man behind the counter set his book down. He had black hair, equally dark eyes and looked more like a warrior than a merchant, with his broad shoulders and muscular build. “Kitchen downstairs, bedrooms upstairs.” He held out his hand. “I’m Danton.”
Meikah automatically shook it, stepping back from the counter after she let go of his hand. “You all live here?”
“Some of us only off and on.” Kellan grinned. “Depending on how much trouble we’re in at home.”






  
  Dark Blade: Chapter Eight


Meikah was pretty certain she was going to be in a lot of trouble when she went home that afternoon. Not wanting to think about it, she turned to Mace. “What are you meant to tell us?” 
“Webb doesn’t have any enemies. Or at least none that’d want to pay a necromancer to target him,” Mace said.
“Who?” Meikah asked.
Mace nodded to the man who continued to pace. “The town guard you saved.”
“Oh.” She hadn’t known anything about him, not even his name.
“The only thing that stands out is that he was involved in the rescue of a councillor’s daughter last month.”
Webb stopped his pacing at Mace’s words. “I keep telling you that wouldn’t have anything to do with it. Hardly anyone knows I was the one who found her.”
“It wouldn’t have been hard for them to find out.” Mace grinned. “If Kellan was able to find out that information, anyone would be able to.” His grin vanished when a cloud began to form above him.
Danton shot a sharp look at Kellan. “No rain inside. It’ll damage the books.”
The cloud broke apart into mist, slowly dispersing. “I found that out last night. Haven’t you learned anything new?”
The robed man, who’d been standing near Shade earlier, came over to the counter. “If you’re so clever, why not tell us exactly why another necromancer wants him dead.”
Kellan turned to Meikah. “This is Amiel, Mace’s great grandfather. Shade isn’t the only one who regularly wants to shatter his spirit hard enough that it’d take him months to reform.”
Meikah looked Amiel over. His long brown hair was tied at the nape of his neck and she met his piercing blue eyes, realising he’d been checking her over too. Kellan’s words registered. “He’s a spirit?”
“It takes more than destroying the body to get rid of a necromancer,” Amiel said.
She tried not to show the shock she felt, but she was pretty certain her eyes had momentarily widened and she’d definitely stood for a few seconds with her mouth open. “You’re a dead necromancer?”
“I’ve already told you, necromancers can’t be killed,” Amiel said.
Meikah slowly shook her head, trying to make sense of it all.
Kellan chuckled. “Worry about it later. We need to figure out who wants Webb dead and why. Preferably before they manage to achieve their goal.”
Webb hadn’t returned to pacing, remaining near the counter, looking at each of them as they spoke. “I’ve already told you, I’m not important enough for anyone to want me dead. Town guards make very little and my family don’t come from money. It has to be a mistake.”
“The rescue is the only thing that makes sense,” Mace said. “It’s what makes you different from the other guards.”
Kellan clapped Webb on the shoulder. “Don’t
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