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Pronunciation Guide

 

Feel free to use this guide as you wish. If you’d rather come up with your own pronunciation or prefer not to check until you’ve finished the book, go right ahead! I believe that the pronunciation of characters and other names, such as countries, belongs more to the reader than to the author. I made a lot of the below up, so there’s no one way to do it ‘right’.

 

840 Like two separate numbers. Eight Forty.

Alharys Al-huh-ris

Alt Võina I pronounce Alt like the key on my keyboard, and Võina like Voi (think void)-nuh.

Ash As in ‘he blew them to bits and ashes.’

Cairdh Like ‘care’, but with a th at the end

Ceallach an Eòlas The first two parts are something like kay-uh-luck uhn, and the third part is like Legolas but without the l and the g. Just rock your best Scottish accent and you’ll be fine.

Ceidir Kay-deer

Doran Door-an

Dràbheinn Druh-bane

Dunhă Doon-ya

Ellasan Like the name Ella and sun, but sun is a long sound. Ella-suuuun.

Hjeva Like the ye in yesterday and vuh. ye-vuh.

Islirrin Is and lyric but with an n instead of a c.

Ithrean Ith-ree-an

Kult A mixture between cult and cool, short and snappy.

Kuuldam Cool-dum

Kwenjande Quen-jun-day

Levi Le-vee

Llian’In Lee-un-een

Lyrinaan Like lyrics again plus naan. Like naan bread but inedible because she’s a goddess, not food.

Meviris Meh-vee-ris. Like Kult, it’s short and snappy.

Naavah Ora Nuh-vuh Ora

Naverys Nuh-ve-ris

Onwwe On-way

Suf’afir Soof-uh-fear. It sounds a bit like a mixture of suffering and fear, but they’re good people. 

Vahimees Wuh-he-mees

Valynaan Vuh-lee-naan. That’s right, more naan bread!

Vaska Vas-kuh

Vasael’In Vuh-sail-een

Z’rasi The s is sharp, like the Spanish word for yes. Si-ruh-si 
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Darkness had fallen over Dunhă. Naavah Ora looked at the city at the heart of the spirits’ haven and mourned its lost light.

She mourned the loss of herself, too. It had been slow and invisible like poison, but now it was too late. She feared she’d never know the difference between her mind and Ithrean’s again.

But Ceallach had corrupted Dunhă, and whether her mind was her own or Ithrean’s, she would have her revenge.

For no one disturbed the souls’ peace while she was their guardian. Ithrean would burn the darkness out of her creation.

And together, they would return its light to even the darkest corners.


Day 157

 

I saw it. Grass as red as blood. A sky as violet as the most delicate flowers. Beautiful, but when I stepped on the meadow, the grass wilted beneath my feet. Other spirits were everywhere I looked, but they weren’t like mine. They looked at peace, like what Elsbet and my mother believed in.

The connection to every one of my spirits snapped when I followed the voice. I can’t describe what I did, but when I tried to bind one of these new spirits to me, something shoved me back and I fell. I blinked, and I was back in my castle.

My spirits have vanished.

But it doesn’t matter. I can start over.


Chapter 1 – Naavah Ora

Naavah Ora sat on a red-meadow rise above a white lake below purple skies and wondered what her mind was worth. She watched the city at the heart of Dunhă, darkened with corruption and its light slowly dying, and remembered the three rules every Suf’afir had to follow—Don’t wander. Don’t make contact. Observe, but don’t interfere. A part of her never wanted to reach the city. Another, much larger part would have given anything for the opportunity… once, when anything had meant a lot less.

She’d broken the first two rules when she was five and had got lost in Dunhă. Suf’afir—elves able to enter the realm of the dead—couldn’t move once on this side of the gate, but her little feet had carried her so far in her amazement that she hadn’t found the way back. A spirit had found her and had led her back to the portal her grandmother had opened. She had wandered, and she had made contact. Now it looked like she would break the third rule too.

As Dunhă was losing its light, Naavah Ora was losing herself. She’d never get used to sharing a mind with a goddess, but now it looked like she wouldn’t need to. Ithrean’s mind was so much more. Naavah Ora’s neither compared nor fit, but she had every intention of using it while she had it. She would do more than interfere—she would save Dunhă, and she would do it together with the goddess of the dead.

Naavah Ora hugged her staff to her chest. Her grandmother had made it just for her in time for Naavah Ora’s birth. After everything that had happened, it was the only thing she had left from her old life. It anchored her to herself like nothing else could. She’d be all right while she still had it, and she would never give it up.

She had always wondered why she could walk through Dunhă, why that spirit had saved her when she had been taught her entire life that movement wasn’t possible and that communicating with the dead was forbidden, but she’d never really questioned it. She had been the heir to her clan, after all. The elves in her village expected great things from her, so she had seen it as a gift. Nothing bad had ever happened to her in Dunhă, so why try to fix something that wasn’t broken when she could use it to help her clan?

But it had never been her. She’d never been special. Since birth, she had harboured a goddess like a parasite, and that was who Dunhă and the spirits had responded to. It was Naavah Ora’s destiny to lose herself in the dead’s realm to a goddess she had revered her entire life.

She ripped out a fistful of red grass and threw it away from her. The blades floated on the windless breeze for a few seconds, then turned into starlight and shimmered in the air as they rose into the purple sky she had loved so much.

‘Why me?’ she asked the parasite in her head. ‘Why now?’

She knew Ithrean was listening, but exactly how they talked was a mystery to her. Ithrean heard her every thought and responded with more thoughts in a voice that wasn’t Naavah Ora’s in her head. It had been disorienting the first time, but she was getting used to it. There was no point fighting it—she’d never win in a battle of willpower against a goddess, and they both wanted the same thing: for Dunhă to be the promised safe harbour.

Ithrean had created a whole new plane of existence out of nothing. It had given the spirits a place to stay and be at peace until Ceallach had come along and ruined it. It was a long story, and Naavah Ora didn’t have the patience for it anymore. She didn’t even care why Ceallach had done it, though she suspected his motivation had been power. He’d also slaughtered her clan—her family—and she would make him pay no matter what it cost her.

‘WHY NOT YOU?’ Ithrean said or thought or whispered into her head. Naavah Ora wasn’t sure about the specifics. ‘IT IS HARD TO EXPLAIN WHY NOW, BUT I WEAVED A CONDITION INTO THE SPELL I USED TO SLEEP. YOU MIGHT CALL IT A FAIL-SAFE. I WAS TO SLEEP FOR LONGER, BUT CEALLACH IS PREPARING FOR WAR NOW. MY MAGIC SENSED IT AND WOKE ME SOONER.’

‘How did it sense that years before the first signs of his corruption spread?’ 

Ithrean annoyed Navaah Ora, even angered her, but she was also curious. If she was to lose her mind, she would get answers before she couldn’t remember them.

‘IT’S A FORCE THAT’S DIFFICULT TO EXPLAIN. IT IS IN ALL THINGS. YOUR MAGIC IS OF THAT FORCE, AS IS MINE.’

She huffed. ‘And you, what, compelled it to tell you when Ceallach was about to become a problem?’

‘YES.’

Maybe, if Naavah Ora held on long enough, she’d understand some of it.

‘How long has it been?’

Naavah Ora had never spent this long on Dunhă’s red grass before, but she knew that time worked differently here. She thought of Ash, imprisoned and sentenced to death. Thought of his warm smile and the way cats flocked to him wherever he went. She’d always thought someone chosen by animals couldn’t be all bad, and Ash was so much better than not all bad. She’d never see him again or Doran and Levi, who she’d sent to save Ash. Who she thought of as friends. All her life, all she’d wanted was just one friend who understood her and cared about her, and then, just like that, three had come along, just for Ithrean to wake up and take it all away again. It wasn’t fair.

From the day Naavah Ora had been born, her grandmother had taught her the responsibilities and duties she’d be expected to fulfil as her clan’s heir one day. Her bedtime stories had been about her predecessors and how they had improved their clan. Naavah Ora had no delusion about her life being her own, but was it so wrong to want just one small piece for herself? One little bit that didn’t belong to someone else?

Deep down, she knew this likely wasn’t Ithrean’s first choice either. Her goddess had done what she had to, not to steal Naavah Ora’s future but to save her family. Naavah Ora would have done the same thing and more if it had saved her clan from Ceallach’s corruption. But understanding Ithrean’s choice didn’t make her loss any easier. Maybe it should have, but it hurt regardless of what actions Naavah Ora might have chosen.

‘IT HAS BEEN A DAY.’

Then Ash was still imprisoned. Doran and Levi couldn’t have reached Alt Võina that fast.

‘WE WILL BEGIN WHEN YOU’RE READY.’

At least Ithrean had a plan. It was a small mercy in all this… this… Naavah Ora wasn’t sure what to call it. Was there a word for times when you’d lost everything but had to carry on and save two worlds anyway? If there was, her grandmother hadn’t taught her it—her grandmother, who Ceallach’s corruption had slaughtered alongside the rest of their clan. They couldn’t fight anymore, but Naavah Ora could. She’d pity herself when Ithrean claimed the rest of her mind. Ellasan willing, she wouldn’t be conscious enough to miss what could have been.

‘What do we do?’

She felt a tension inside herself, like Ithrean had clenched her fists without Naavah Ora’s fingers twitching.

‘WE KILL CEALLACH AND TAKE BACK WHAT IS MINE.’

Naavah Ora had grown up revering her gods and doing everything in her power to please them, as every good young elf should. A god’s anger, her parents and her grandmother had taught her, was a terrible thing. She’d never believed it to be a real thing, but she’d felt some of Ithrean’s fury since the goddess had awoken, and a tiny part of her felt sorry for Ceallach.

But then, Ceallach wasn’t without power either. He’d stolen Dunhă from its creator, for one.

And he’d turned the dead against their goddess.

And his influence was leaking into the world of the living, spreading a plague that made whole forests rot and people’s hearts turn dark.

But, above all that, he had killed her family. If Ceallach feared Ithrean, he’d have nightmares about Naavah Ora.

‘How will we do that?’ she asked. ‘Does he know we’re here?’

‘I EXPECT HE SENSES THAT I AM AWAKE. I CAN’T SAY HOW MUCH HE KNOWS, BUT I DOUBT HE IMAGINES WE ARE ONE. HE WON’T EXPECT YOU.’

So, their advantage rested on her. Naavah Ora was proud of her skill and her knowledge, but she wasn’t so arrogant as to think she alone would stand a chance against a real monster.

‘Won’t he be looking for me?’

Ceallach had murdered the Suf’afir of the other elven clans and destroyed the books they used to teach the young. The books had taught them about Ithrean and her connection to Dunhă, and the Suf’afir were the only ones that could enter this realm. They’d been a threat, and he had eliminated all but one: her. Whether he knew she shared a mind with Ithrean or not, he wanted to kill her.

Although, Naavah Ora wasn’t sure how her ability to go to him would benefit her.

Her insides warmed—Ithrean was smiling. Naavah Ora’s lips twitched, but she forced them back down. This was her body, and she would control it for as long as possible.

‘DON’T FIGHT ME. YOU MUST KNOW YOU CAN’T WIN.’

‘You picked the wrong elf if you want blind obedience.’

That annoying warm feeling didn’t leave her cheeks, but Naavah Ora sensed that it wasn’t condescending. Ithrean was pleased with her strength. Good. Naavah Ora had plenty left.

‘YOU MAY NEED TO SURRENDER TO ME FOR US TO DEFEAT HIM. ARE YOU PREPARED FOR THAT?’

Naavah Ora swallowed. She had believed that she would do whatever it took to save Dunhă and restore the dead’s peace, but this… Ithrean was a goddess. Surely there was another way?

But she wasn’t prepared to discuss it just yet.

‘You didn’t answer my question. Won’t Ceallach try to find me?’

‘HE WILL, BUT YOU ARE SAFE HERE. I HAVE SHIELDED THIS AREA AGAINST HIS INFLUENCE. HE CAN’T SEE US OR GET TO US.’

Naavah Ora frowned. ‘We’ll have to leave eventually.’

‘DUNHA IS MINE, NAAVAH ORA. HE WON’T SEE US IF I DON’T ALLOW IT. HE HAS TAKEN MY CHARGES, BUT I HAVE GIVEN MYSELF TO DUNHA’S CREATION. YOU MIGHT SAY WE ARE ONE. IT ANSWERS WHEN I CALL BECAUSE IT CAN’T NOT RESPOND.’

As much as Naavah Ora hated this situation, she loved the knowledge it brought her. Few elves had the chance to question their gods, never mind share a mind with one. They just needed to learn to co-exist. What they were doing now seemed to work; she didn’t see why it couldn’t continue.

‘How do we proceed? Where is Ceallach?’

‘I’M NOT INTERESTED IN HIM RIGHT NOW.’

Naavah Ora raised an eyebrow. ‘Who else is there? No one living can enter Dunhă besides the Suf’afir, and you’re sharing a body with the only survivor.’

Her lips twitched again. It was harder to fight it this time.

‘YOU’RE WRONG. CEALLACH DIDN’T KILL THE SUF’AFIR. HE BROUGHT THEM HERE, INTO DUNHA, AND I KNOW WHERE THEY ARE.’

Naavah Ora gripped her staff so tight her knuckles turned white.

‘You’re wrong. I—’

She had wanted to say that she’d seen them die with her own eyes, but she hadn’t. All she had was Lena and Valeria’s word that he had destroyed one clan, and speculations.

Her knees buckled. She leaned into her staff.

‘What does he want from them?’

‘I HAVE GIVEN MY SUF’AFIR THE POWER TO ENTER DUNHA AT WILL. I IMAGINE HE WANTS THAT POWER.’

Naavah Ora tried to make sense of it but came up empty. ‘But he’s already here. He has been for centuries.’

‘BUT I HAVE NOT. CEALLACH IS NO FOOL—HE’LL KNOW I HAVE RETURNED AND WANT VENGEANCE. I GUESS HE’S AMASSING RESOURCES.’

Her stomach turned. He would bleed them dry and sap their energy until there was nothing left.

She glared her anger at the city in the distance.

‘They’re not resources, they’re people!’

‘NOT TO HIM.’

Ceallach had another thing coming if he thought Naavah Ora would let him do as he pleased with her sisters. As Suf’afir, adults had treated her differently to the other children. Better, perhaps, but she had also been alone. She hadn’t had time to play or spend time with the other children. The only ones who understood that loneliness were the other Suf’afir. In some ways, they were more her family than her parents had been. Her clan was dead, but she could still save her sisters.

Naavah Ora straightened and took two steps towards the city. Were they there? How long did she have until Ceallach had exhausted what they could give?

‘Let’s go,’ she said. ‘I’m not letting them suffer.’

That Ceallach would lose whatever edge he thought the Suf’afir gave him was a plus.

Naavah Ora didn’t resist this time when her lips pulled into a smile. Ceallach had made a terrible mistake stealing Dunhă from Ithrean, but he made a worse mistake hundreds of years later.

He had taken Naavah Ora’s family, and she would make him pay.


When I return to that beautiful place, I will have a lot of work to do. First, I’ll bind more spirits to me, and then I’ll take them with me. And then—

And then—

I’m no longer the inexperienced king I once was. I know what I’m doing now, so this is my last entry.

The forever-safe Ceidir from my dream is within my grasp. I just need a little more, and then no one will threaten my people ever again.


Chapter 2 – Ash

Ash sat with his back against the cold cell wall and listened. Moisture dripped inside the walls. Something he didn’t want to think too hard about scratched against the floor nearby. But no footsteps.

Not yet.

He sighed in relief and winced when it hurt his ribs. His bones hadn’t healed right after the last beating, and since no one in this prison gave two shits about looking after the prisoners, his bones wouldn’t mend either. Not that they’d have the chance either way—the guards had promised him a fair trial and a quick death, or that he’d die soon, anyway. He didn’t suppose there was anything quick about suffocating with a tight rope around his neck and nothing to support his feet. But Kult, the sadistic piece of crap, had ordered just that for him.

Ash had survived two rounds in the arena, and each had left him more bruised and injured than he’d ever been. He wouldn’t survive a third. Everything hurt. He could move, but even sighing too hard hurt. Mengha, breathing hurt no matter how gentle he tried to be with himself.

In hindsight, he shouldn’t have tried to kill Kult. In hindsight, his life would have been an awful lot easier if Doran hadn’t sought him out in Alt Võina. The guards would have died in the trap he’d set and then he’d have run and stayed hidden for a bit, just as he’d planned. He wouldn’t be in prison right now. Probably. He wouldn’t have been ambushed in that forest and melted a man’s face off. Probably.

He leaned his head back against the wall and stared at the ceiling, the latest in impenetrable prison rock. Damn Kult for having entered his life, and damn Doran for bringing Ash back into his. Damn Ash for not having stuck to his original plans.

If he were honest with himself, he knew those mercenaries would have come after him anyway. His running hadn’t annoyed them—in fact, they couldn’t have cared less about what he’d done or why he’d done it. Kult had sent them to cover his tracks, like he’d probably sent them after lots of idiots like Ash. If he had stuck to his original plans, Doran, Levi, and Ora wouldn’t have been there to help him. Ash wouldn’t be in prison now all right—his body would be rotting at the side of some road.

And he wouldn’t have met Ora.

So maybe this wasn’t too bad.

Ash coughed; his chest and ribs burned, and he changed his mind.

Doran had always told him he’d get himself killed one day. It looked like that day was today, or, Mengha willing, at least soon.

The arena was everything Ash had feared it would be. He’d heard stories—the guards loved spreading them and inviting people to watch as a deterrent against crime—but he’d never believed half of them. Now they’d thrown him into the ring himself, he knew them all to be true.

They had sent starving feral dogs into the arena with him.

They had sent an inmate twice the size of him when Ash killed the wolves.

They had sent a boy, barely old enough to drink in taverns after dark, and promised him freedom if he killed Ash.

The guards had pulled him out each time before Ash had the chance to die. Kult’s doing, he was sure. He wanted to see Ash suffer, and he had more than enough influence and money to pay the guards to do anything. The boy hadn’t looked impressed either, but he’d learned a lesson that day—the guards loved to give them hope just to crush it moments later. Whatever good that lesson would do him.

The hungry dog’s bite on Ash’s leg didn’t look good. He wasn’t sure what he preferred—a slow death from infection or a slightly faster death from hanging.

Or maybe Kult would tire of this and not order him saved in the last second next time.

Ash hated that he couldn’t do anything. He had sworn he’d do better, be better, when those spirits had attacked him and his friends. Running might save his life but doom theirs, and he wanted to help. He had so many life debts to repay to Doran he’d stopped counting. He had nothing against Levi. And Ora was…

He prayed she was safe.

Ash closed his eyes again and pictured her beautiful white hair and ice-blue eyes. Her pale skin. Everything about her was a stark contrast to his dark features, especially her proactive attitude. She was a goddess if ever he’d seen one.

And now he’d die without seeing her again.

Footsteps echoed outside his cell. They were coming his way.

Ash held his breath. Mengha, let them pass me.

The first lock in his door clicked open. He’d have been sick if they’d fed him anything to throw up.

Time for another round in the arena.


Day 155

 

All I hear is that maddening call.

Come to me.

Come to me.

Come to me.

 

I screamed back earlier, but it didn’t hear me.

No matter. I’m following the voice tomorrow.


Chapter 3 - Levi

The road to their right turned dark, cobblestone by cobblestone. The grass between the stones wilted. The shrubs and trees at the roadside withered and turned brittle. Leaves fell from dry branches and crumbled to dust long before they would have hit the ground. The remains of rabbits and birds—some picked-clean skeletons, some infested with maggots—lined the road like the most abhorrent parade. The fire Doran had lit turned black and fell to ashes.

Levi had killed Elder Pios, had burned down the last of the Dread King’s cultists together with Doran, but it hadn’t made a difference. The world was still dying. Naavah Ora had gone somewhere they couldn’t follow. Ash sat in prison, sentenced to death.

Nothing they’d achieved had made a difference.

He dropped the pebble he’d picked up—to mark the day he’d left the cult’s influence behind for good and moved towards better things with Doran—and balled his hands into tight fists. Why fight when it wouldn’t change anything? Why collect pebbles by the seashore when the waters would boil and disintegrate?

‘Levi?’

He looked up, right into Doran’s warm eyes, and the death around him disappeared. The grass was green again, the leaves still attached to their trees.

But the animals’ rotting bodies remained, as did the strange feeling in his chest. Something was still broken.

You’re mine, 840. You can’t hide from me.

He feared it wasn’t his imagination whispering into his mind but him. The Dread King—Ceallach. Scared, too, that he still wasn’t free after everything he and Doran had achieved.

Doran placed two fingers under Levi’s chin and raised it until he had no choice but to meet Doran’s eyes.

‘Don’t look at that,’ Doran said.

Levi hadn’t realised his eyes had wandered back to the corpses again, but now he was looking at Doran, he breathed a sigh of relief. Everything was fine—at least for now.

All but that strange feeling he couldn’t shake, no matter how much he bathed in the warmth of Doran’s eyes. All but the whisper in his head.

‘Hey,’ Doran said. ‘Look at me. Are you all right, Ginger?’

He couldn’t tell Doran about the wrongness he was feeling. Doran had enough to worry about with Ash in prison.

‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Just wondering where Naavah Ora is and if Ash is okay.’

It wasn’t a lie. Dunhă, the realm of the dead Naavah Ora had gone to, fascinated him more than anything else. It was a shame he’d never see it, but he wasn’t a Suf’afir like her. He had no way inside. For twelve years, the cultists had indoctrinated him, groomed him so he could one day die as a sacrifice. When Doran had saved him, Levi realised how much more there was to the world and that he could go wherever he wanted. Even home.

Did pebbles from Dunhă look the same as Vaskan pebbles? Maybe he could ask Naavah Ora to bring him one if he ever saw her again. She had promised it, but the sadness in her eyes had told of different vows.

Doran stoked the dying embers of their fire. ‘Ora is in Dunhă. Ash has to be okay or I’ll kill him when we find him.’

‘I know she’s in Dunhă, but don’t you want to know where in Dunhă?’

His ma had told him stories about the Sorcerer’s Lights that brightened the Hjevan nights when it was cold enough. Stories about spirits and souls on their journey to whatever came next—Dunhă, if Naavah Ora was right. How could he not be curious? He’d be the one telling his ma stories now, if Elder Pios hadn’t sacrificed her like a down payment for Levi’s life.

Levi ran his hand over the grass until he felt the pebble he’d dropped against his palm. Elder Pios was dead, that part of Levi’s life over and buried like he’d once buried his childhood. Naavah Ora was fighting to defeat the evil Elder Pios had failed to unleash—the same evil Levi would have been sacrificed to if Doran hadn’t stumbled into the ceremony and ruined the Elder’s plans. Levi no longer believed that the Dread King—or Ceallach, in some countries—had led Doran into the clearing that night to test Levi’s resolve, but he was grateful that things had happened this way. He’d be his own warrior, not some dead king’s who raised the dead and corrupted the world. He’d be Doran’s warrior, too, but on his own terms.

Levi cut his palm and rolled the pebble in his blood.

Doran’s eyes widened. ‘What are you doing?’

Levi smiled at him. ‘Now it’s my pebble.’

‘You could just have put it in your pocket.’

Levi smiled wider. He liked that he could surprise Doran sometimes.

‘My da always said that some things are worth bleeding for.’

‘Ancients, Ginger, I don’t think he meant that literally.’

Levi shrugged. ‘It feels more right this way.’ He got up, walked to his horse, and took the reins with his uninjured hand. ‘Shall we?’

Doran looked like he wanted to say several things, but he swallowed them all. He shuffled some dirt over their fire and joined Levi by the horses.

‘Let me see.’ Doran held out his hand, and Levi placed his into it. ‘Do you want some jewelweed?’

‘It doesn’t hurt.’ Thanks to Elder Pios’s indoctrination, he hadn’t felt smaller physical pains in years, and larger ones didn’t bother him as much as they should. Thanks to Doran and Naavah Ora, he was finally doing something good with that gift. Sometimes, he bound his possessions to himself with it. The daggers Doran had gifted him had been the first, but sentimentally, this pebble was just as important.

‘At least let me mash some into a paste so it doesn’t get infected,’ Doran said.

Something inside Levi warmed and chased the last of the strangeness away. It was nice to have someone care about him—not about his skill as a warrior, not about his blood, but about him as a person. The whispers had stopped too. They only ever came out when Levi was alone. Doran’s voice was sunshine on a foggy morning, and the whispers never survived once he spoke. It was the times they didn’t talk that were difficult, when the whispers promised endless pain and a dark purpose he thought he’d burned to the ground along with the cultists.

Doran’s forehead creased with worry. ‘Levi?’

He swallowed. ‘I know how to look after a minor cut.’

Doran let his hand drop but didn’t turn to his own horse. ‘You don’t need to do this anymore. You don’t need to bleed for some higher cause or whatever nonsense they fed you.’

‘I’m not. This is for me.’ 

He picked up Doran’s hand and smeared his blood over Doran’s palm.

Doran frowned. ‘Levi—’

‘Now you’re mine too.’ Heat spread through him before he’d finished speaking, but he couldn’t take his eyes off his blood on Doran’s hand. It felt official, like the vows children made with innocence and interlinked fingers.

For a moment, Doran stared at him without saying a word. More heat spread in Levi’s chest; making Doran speechless was every bit as fun as Doran made it look whenever he did the same to Levi.

‘I promised to be your warrior. Now we’re blood-bound.’ Levi pulled himself onto his horse. ‘Come on. Ash is waiting.’

He didn’t wait around to see Doran’s stunned expression, but it dug into his back all the way to Alt Võina.


Day 150

 

Full control took longer than I hoped, but I achieved it. When I walked into Dirlein, my spirits flanked me. I even left a handful in the castle, to see how far I could stretch our bond.

The city’s souls belong to me now.

The more I add, the more I feel… it’s hard to describe. Like a call, but it’s not meant for me. It’s meant for them.


Chapter 4 – Doran

Doran felt a sense of doom as he watched the entrance to Alt Võina’s prison. It looked like a small building from the outside, no larger or fancier than a brick shed, but every criminal in Vaska knew that the real prison lay beneath the city’s unaware citizens. Doran had never been inside, and he’d never wanted to see it either. Some criminals survived their sentences and went free after years of whatever went on down there, but none of them were the same when they got out. Doran had once thought of the few that survived long enough as lucky, but then he’d seen one such inmate—silent, jumpy, and with constant fear in his eyes—and changed his mind.

And now Ash, his first and best friend, was inside because he’d pissed off one of the wealthiest merchants in the city. Doran didn’t know how, but he had to get Ash out of there.

‘What do we do?’ Levi asked.

They had tied their horses’ reins to a fence close to the prison. With a bit of luck, they would still be there when he and Levi returned with Ash, but he expected they’d use up their luck underneath Alt Võina’s cobbles.

‘I don’t know,’ Doran said, ‘but we need to do it quickly and without alerting anyone.’

The entrance was unguarded, but he bet the inside was teeming with guards just itching to hit something.

Doran rubbed his chin. ‘We need two uniforms so we can disguise ourselves, but they won’t just have some lying around.’

It was the first hurdle on a long track of impossibilities, but he couldn’t let Ash die. Some damn clothes wouldn’t stand in his way.

Levi nodded to their right. Doran looked, but there were no uniforms there either. Just warehouses and alleys and the distant smell of the sea.

‘That’s the road to the harbour,’ Doran said. ‘What about it?’

‘If we could lead a guard away, you could steal his uniform.’

Doran raised an eyebrow at Levi. Ever since they burned down the cult, his Ginger had been more confident. Doran loved this new side to him. There were moments when he looked far away, like something was bothering him, but Doran would have been more worried if that hadn’t been the case. Levi had been through a lot, but Doran knew better than to push him. If Levi wanted to talk about it, he’d do it in his own time.

Doran winked. ‘I like the way you think.’

‘I play the victim, you take his clothes.’

Doran grinned. ‘I didn’t know you were into roleplay.’

‘I don’t—’ Levi blushed a bright red, narrowed his eyes, and pouted. ‘I’m not sure what you mean, but by your grin I am sure that it’s not what I meant.’

For a second, Doran forgot where they were. ‘Are you sure? I could have sworn—’

Levi punched his arm with a smile. ‘Let’s go. Ash doesn’t have the time.’

It sobered Doran back to reality. He’d have to wait with teasing Levi until Ash was safe and they were far away from Alt Võina, but it’d be hard. He chuckled.

Levi turned around. ‘What’s funny?’

‘Just something I thought. Don’t worry about it.’ Doran brushed past him. ‘Maybe I’ll tell you later.’

So much for not teasing him until they were all safe. Levi was too cute—what was a thief to do except try to steal some of that sweetness?

Levi followed him to the harbour. It was only a short walk away—crime was heaviest in the dark alleys between warehouses, so the prison wasn’t far to save time—and before long, salt, seaweed, and fresh-fish stink filled the air. It reeked of opportunity and fools who didn’t know not to wander the dark alleys alone. Sailors carried crates to their ships on the other end, but this part was mercifully quiet.

A lone guard leaned against a warehouse and stared out to sea, heaving a deep sigh and kicking at the dirt. 

Perfect.

‘Let’s go around,’ Doran said. ‘If he sees us and hears you calling for help a moment later, he won’t fall for it.’

They walked around the warehouse and entered the narrow alley. The buildings stood so close together that their
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