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Roaran was a few steps from death. It waited in a cavern beneath his feet where a centuries-old bladesmith would try to kill him. The bladesmith did not know Roaran. But the guardian of the forge, dutiful to the gods, always struck first without seeking to learn an intruder’s intent.

For all the danger, Roaran could not turn back. Not only the gods’ games of power, their machinations and deceptions, but dark fate also closed about him. Soon, an enemy would hunt him. Then even he would be defenceless against his foe’s magic.

He climbed down the cliff face to the cave, a sword slash in rocks. Fog closed in, damp on his arms. The Enarae cleaved and shifted. Like a petal dragged through dust, its disquiet strummed his spine, until he muttered another spell, then time and place settled.

From deep within the salt grottos below the precipice where Caelan would one day build the castle of Tide’s End, metal rang. Someone shaped iron. Roaran walked towards the sounds through torchlit tunnels wrought from stone, wondering in awe at their age.

Scattered hammers, tongs, and cooling strips of iron crowded blackened benches in a chamber carved into rock. A figure with curly black hair, wearing only a leather apron over pants, impatiently turned from an anvil. Soot darkened the pores of scarred skin on his bare, broad chest. Woodsmoke, sweat, and heat thickened the air.

The smith snatched up a sword and came at Roaran fast, bellowing as he swung the sword.

As if cutting fog, the blade passed through Roaran’s body. The guardian reeled a step. The weapon slipped from his fingers to the floor.

“What are you?” he whispered, his language Seithin. “Are you even here? Or are you a ghost?”

Yes, Roaran might have said. He was a ghost of sorts, an echo in time. A seer with the ability to breach the Enarae, to harness its power, to ride its currents into the past. A rare talent he, a Telorian, had mastered only through the harsh teachings of a Quisnaf sorceress.

“Not a ghost.” Roaran spoke Quisnaf, the language from his time closest to ancient Seithin. “Not quite a sorcerer.”

“A seer,” the smith muttered. He flinched away, his hands raised as a barrier. “No seer may come here. No one human is permitted within the sacred forge.”

“I seek a charm to protect me from a god,” Roaran said.

The smith’s eyes held resistance. “What sort of god?”

“A god of Seithin who drinks blood. Just like his followers.”

The guardian scoffed. “There are beasts that eat flesh. We call them gormels, and they fall readily to steel. But blood-drinkers? We have no gods like that.”

Roaran swiped at beaded sweat on his temple. Though smoke from two fires escaped through a hole above, the intense heat coated his skin. Very quietly, he said, “Not yet.”

The smith shuddered, his eyes locked on Roaran. “The otherworld indeed clings to you, stranger. You’ve come to not only the wrong place, but the wrong time.”

“I bring an offering,” Roaran said.

The guardian lifted one brow. “Then you know the old lore. But beware, seer. If your offering does not please me, your life is forfeit. And I am rarely pleased.” Firelight mirrored in his eyes, the flicker of a secret pain buried within his stare.

“It must be lonely.” Roaran had intended to offer the guardian of the forge a ring of red beryl, gold, and blue diamonds, but the smith yearned for something far simpler but far more valuable than rare jewels. “To be so alone.”

“I have duty. It is enough.”

Is it? Roaran might have said. Can it be? “I offer you something more.” He ripped his knife across his palm. “I offer you a seer’s gift.”

“A seer’s gift?” The smith frowned at the blood ribboning down Roaran’s arms.

Roaran strode at him. As he held his bloody hand close to the guardian’s brow, the smith cried out in surprise. Then his eyes hazed in wonder.

Swept up in the guardian’s vision, Roaran glimpsed a young woman with light-brown hair and a girl with her mother’s opaque blue eyes. He, too, longed for them, longed for such untarnished love.

But that love could not be his. The guilty did not deserve it. No matter what incantations he cast, his dead queen did not come to him. Even in dreams. Certainly not with compassion. Never forgiven, Roaran had nothing. Just duty, as cold and hard as his heart.

The bladesmith clutched at air as if to touch the figures. The image from the past lingered with all its cruel promise, its pain. Then Roaran reeled, dizzy and spent, drawing his hand away.

“No,” the guardian said. “Please. Just one more moment with them.”

Shivering, coughing blood, Roaran braced his palms against his thighs. “I must recover my strength. Then I’ll bring them to you once more.”

“So many centuries since they died, since I was human.” The guardian sighed. “I see what the vision cost you. Thank you, seer, for the comfort you just gave me.”

“Everything of the heart comes at a cost.”

The smith stared into the flames. “You shall have your charm. I ask only for another moment with my wife and child.” He threw more wood into the forge and picked up his hammer. As the fire leapt high, a shape unlike the flames writhed on the stone walls.

The guardian did not see it. Nor did he hear the terrible rattling laughter from Roaran’s god.
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“Roaran. Roaran.” Nicky’s familiar voice reached down into his trance, into the past, yanking him back to the tower tomb.

Disoriented, caught between wakefulness and the last hazy remnants of his vision, Roaran struggled in a terror-filled moment when he could not wholly return his spirit to Azenor’s body, when he feared he might drift in walking dreams forever. Then coldness seeped from the slabs at his back, a crisp chill gnawing at his bones.

Grey light stole beneath the door and into the tower tomb. It was near dawn then, the night lost to dreams. The air smelt of nothing. No wind skirled. No insects hummed. No paws skittered. The quiet was absolute, as though while he had walked beyond the Enarae, this chamber had broken away from the drab land outside.

“Thank the gods.” Nicky crouched at his side, his face tight with concern. “You’ve been unconscious for hours. I feared you were lost in the Enarae.”

“There’s one at least who’d be glad of that. Val’s still furious?”

“He’s in a foul mood, indeed,” Nicky said. “Been upstairs the entire night, plotting revenge. Now he’s outside somewhere.”

“Self-indulgent nonsense.” Roaran rubbed his eyes. Icy sweat jewelled his brow.

“You don’t look so good,” Nicky muttered. “Where did you go in your dream walk?”

“Further back than I’ve travelled before. To when Caelan was building his triangle of castles to establish his new kingdom of Telor.” For all the smith’s talk of gormels, surely that must have been a less troubled time than now. Because there had been hope, belief in that young king with a god’s blood.

If Roaran found a gateway, he could escape into Telor’s past. He could run from himself, the man with a soul stained by the long, weary centuries of guile and manipulation.

His fingers dug into the floor. Despair caught him up. Nauseous and dizzy, he shut his eyes hard. No. He could never elude that damaged man. Nor could he pull back. Not now. His duty was to destroy Archanin and save Roaran’s people. Nothing else mattered.

He lay quietly, letting himself sense the other soul within. His spell trapped Kaell in a blissful sleep. For now. Once they retrieved Roaran’s own body from the ice, he would surrender this form to Kaell once more.

“Well?” Nicky raised his brows. “Did you get it?”

Roaran sat up, struggling for a moment to align his movements with this different body again. He opened his fist. The iron amulet lay in his palm. “I got it.”

“Will it work?”

It had to. Roaran attached the charm to a cord and drew it down over his hair. Her hair. Once a luxurious velvet-soft cascade he had loved to run through his fingers, it was now cropped short, wisping onto his cheeks. Her cheeks. No, thinking like that would drive him mad. His cheeks. His hair. His body—until they cut his own from its icy grave.

He tucked the cord beneath his shirt. The amulet tingled against a breast as the magic settled. He sighed in relief.

“Roaran.” Nicky touched his shoulder. “About your other problem.”

“My Val Arques problem?”

“This won’t go away. Telor’s best bladesman, a man who just tasted darkness, is now your enemy.”

Roaran’s lips pulled back off his teeth. Curse Val for his stubborn, tiresome anger. “I can’t worry about him. Not yet. We have to recover my body. Before Myranthe wonders if I fooled her.”

“Roaran.” Nicky’s grip tightened. “You manipulated Val into an act of murderous violence that goes against his very nature. Now you’ve taken over this body without Kaell’s consent. If it were me, I’d come after you hard.”

Roaran smoothed damp hair away from his eyes. “Tell me what else I could have done?”

“I don’t know. Maybe there was another way.”

“And maybe there wasn’t. Whatever it takes, I have to destroy Archanin.” Roaran bunted air with a hand to accent his resolve. “Once he stops sulking and gets over his hurt feelings, Val Arques will understand my every action was to save this land.”

He pushed unsteadily to his feet, surprised at the differences in Azenor’s body, particularly the bulk of muscles in her shoulders and arms.

“Let’s just leave him here,” Nicky said. “We don’t need him.”

“You don’t want a swordsman of his ability at your side when we take down Archanin? We have precious few allies in this fight. We need Val Arques.”

“Roaran, he wants to kill you.”

“He won’t hurt me.” Roaran brushed his palms down his borrowed form. “If it means hurting Kaell, he won’t do a thing.”


AINGEAR
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From spikes upon a tower’s frost-glazed merlons, the heads of the dead stared at nothing, as oblivious to the slanted shadows and menacing wind as Archanin. His back to the Damadar city’s bulky walls, he watched from her side as his ghoul and Varee sycophants chipped a block from the glacial river below.

Ashen light fell on plunging picks showering silver shards of ice into the air. Snowflakes danced about the ghoul god like pallid butterflies dying upon the bare earth.

Aingear blew on her gloved hands, shivering at the bleak thump of drums through the ground. Wails came from the city where they burned the corpse of a Damadar lordling beloved by a sorceress.

The Ice caverns had been silent when she and Archanin found Myranthe weeping over her dead brother. An awful, paralysing silence. Only on the second day and upon Velleran’s return did the Damadars build a twilight pyre for Griffin’s perfumed body.

A cry rose from the river. “We have him, my lord.”

Archanin trembled with elation. “At last… at last.”

With heavy steps, Aingear followed him down the slope, her fists balled beneath her cape to hold in her guilt. In a prison in Dal-Kanu, a fearful old woman had told her captor a name. Just a name. That was all it had taken to betray a king, to bring him down.

A slab of ice crisscrossed by ropes rested on the river’s frozen surface. A blurred shape the length of a man discoloured its centre. Archanin pressed a gloved hand to the block. “I’ve waited centuries for this,” he said, his voice dark with triumph. “Now I’ll have vengeance.”

Aingear bit her bottom lip. “What do you intend to do with his body?”

Archanin ran his palm over the frozen slab, smiling to himself. “I’ll summon him back into it. Roaran will fight my spells for a time, until his strength is gone. By then, his body will be in Telor, in a prison I’ve prepared especially for him. The ice will preserve his flesh for the voyage.”

She dragged knuckled hands to her mouth. What have I done? Archanin would not bother with a long journey if he intended to merely kill Roaran. No, he wished to return the seer to this body then take his time destroying the man’s soul.

Raggamirron began issuing orders. “Get that block to the cart. Take great care.”

“Stop.” A woman’s voice broke through the tempest.

Ethereal in sleet, and snow, and squall, a cowled figure appeared like a vision from the otherworld at the top of the slope. Long sleeves fell away from slender wrists as she stabbed a finger at the slab. “Roaran Caelan is mine. You will leave him in the grave I chose for him.”

Within the hush beneath the wind, Archanin stilled.

Run, Aingear soundlessly urged the interloper. Run.

“You threw him away, Myranthe Damadar.”

Myranthe. Aingear gasped. This woman dared confront a god.

“How dare you.” As though stirred by her anger, snowflakes skipped about the sorceress. “Your presence displeases the gods.”

“I do not fear my brother, Ghani-Jai.”

Myranthe threw back her cowl. “You should fear me.”

He laughed, a cold ripple of menace. “I respect you, little sorceress. But I cannot fear you. You belong to me, after all.”

Myranthe scoffed. “I belong to no one but my gods.”

Archanin’s smile thinned to a cruel slit. “I own all creatures of magic, Myranthe Damadar. I am darkness, am I not? I am vengeance and fury.”

“I don’t care if you’re a toad prince. Leave him in his watery grave. He is mine.”

“He was yours. Now he belongs to me.”

“Bah.” She flapped a hand. “What good is a corpse to you?”

“This is a shell. Roaran abandoned this body to escape you. But he shall not escape me.”

“You’re lying. No one fools me like that.”

Archanin turned his back. “Get the body and its icy coffin in the cart,” he bid Raggamirron. “If we delay, we’ll be stuck in this forsaken white netherworld until spring.”

“No!” Myranthe screamed. She surged down the hill. “You will not have him.”

Archanin whirled and spat a Seithin curse. The spell’s force wrinkled through the air. Aingear shivered.

Myranthe slammed to a stop, every part of her frozen—except her eyes. Brimming with fury, they swivelled to the ghoul god.

“Little sorceress.” Archanin walked to her. “Thank you for keeping his body for me.”

She blinked rapidly.

He leaned in, as if pretending to understand. “What’s that? He’s dead? No. He tricked you, Myranthe Damadar. And one day soon, when you fall to your knees and beg me to save your city, I’ll tell you how.”


VAL ARQUES
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Val hunched his shoulders. The desolate raw land about the tower tomb mirrored his grim thoughts. A bird’s lonely caw faded into breathless air clotted with cold. Dawn pearled tufts of clouds, their ivory a cap above darkness bulged between the ribbed peaks on the horizon.

If only he could shut his eyes and find himself on the wind-brushed cliffs of the Isles. Instead, he choked on the odours of the bleak basin of dying grass, stiff with frost. The brackish soil and the grass rotting beneath patches of snow were as putrid as his guilt.

He had left so many men dead in those Ice caverns. Without remorse, without conscious thought, he had struck them down coldly, relentlessly. Like a butcher, he had struck down Griffin. This hateful act had despoiled his body. He wanted to step out of it, to shed his skin.

“We must talk.”

Cursing, Val turned. Roaran emerged soft-footed from the tomb. Wind whipped Azenor’s cropped hair into waves. “I have nothing to say to you.”

“You need to understand.” Roaran’s impatient gaze hung on Val’s face. “This is not about you or me or Kaell. So much is at stake, so many lives.”

Val looked at him. A red haze engulfed him. He nearly hit Roaran, but in the recesses of his riled mind, he realised that would also mean hitting Kaell.

With a choked shout, he scooped up a stone and hurled it with all his might into the wilderness. Dead grass cushioned its clunk.

“Are you done?” Roaran slid his hands to his hips. “Or do you intend to wallow in self-pity awhile longer?”

“Self-pity?” Val stared at the other man in disbelief. “I just surrendered my will to a dark power I don’t understand. When you were there all along, pretending to be Nicky, and could have saved us. As for Kaell—”

“Are you done?”

Val passed a hand over his eyes, biting down on anger. Kaell. Only Kaell matters. He eyed Roaran in this new form with distaste. “If you’ve hurt Kaell—”

“I haven’t hurt him, Val Arques. We’re sharing this body for now. His spirit is here with me, sleeping, unaware of anything but his dream. No pain. No fear. Just peaceful sleep.”

“You manipulated him, just as you manipulated me into surrendering to dark magic. You used me. You’re using Kaell.”

“That’s not true,” Roaran said. “I need you, just as I need him.”

“We’re of no account to you. Our pain is just a means to your end.” His breaths heaved out. “If not for Kaell, I’d wish you lost in your trance. Banished to the ether.”

Nicky appeared at the tomb’s entrance. He glared at Val. “Still beating your breast and crying out at the unfairness of it all? You’re pathetic. How can you be this great bladesman, the man who won the most prestigious contest of swords so long ago?”

“I’m not that man anymore,” Val said.

Nicky scoffed as he retreated inside.

“How could you be?” Roaran considered Val with unsought sympathy. “Just like I’m not the same man who ruled Telor. How could I be?”

“You’re not a man. You’re a monster.”

“A monster,” Roaran echoed quietly, a flare of pain in his eyes. His gaze slid past Val, into the distance. The sky had deepened to a glassy tranquil arc. The air smelt of snow.

“The goddess take you for your stubbornness,” he said. “At least listen.”

“There’s nothing you can say—”

“What other way, Val Arques?” Roaran broke in angrily. “Tell me.”

“Not this way.” Mutinous, Val crossed his arms. “You should never have involved Kaell or me. What I just did—”

Roaran’s face hardened. “Surely you’re strong enough to carry some of the burden? Or are you so selfish that everyone but you should pay a price to save this land?”

Val would not argue such nonsense out. He turned his back to check his temper. “What now? What happens now?”

Roaran did not answer. Frowning, Val spun.

The other man stared, eyes glazed, as if he no longer saw the flat grasslands but an unspeakable horror. He slumped to his knees.

Val stiffened in surprise. “What is it?”

Trembling, unable to speak, Roaran gulped in air.

“What’s happening? Have you seen something?”

Roaran groaned. Sweat glistened on his hairline. Slowly, his focus sharpened. He pressed his hands against his thighs to rise. “Someone seeks me with magic.”

“Who?”

“Archanin. From the force of the spell that just hit me, it must be. Back in a dead city in the Waste Mountains, a Sister of Cyrah warned me he knew my name. I expected him to try to trace me. But I didn’t see this.” He hesitated, his breaths shallow and quick. “Archanin… he possesses my body.”

“This just came to you?”

Roaran nodded grimly. “I knew we had to get my body from the ice at once. Now it’s too late. Archanin has it and sought to summon me into it.” He shuddered. “Powerful magic, too, that isn’t easily repelled. Not when that Damadar witch drained my strength.”

“If he succeeds, what will he do to you?”

“What do you think?” Roaran’s smile was bleak. “I trapped him for centuries in a ruined castle.”

“He’ll kill you.”

“I doubt he’ll be that generous.”

“Can you stop him pulling you back?”

Roaran groped for a charm corded about Azenor’s elegant neck. Many men wore iron as protection against curses. But strange sigils, dark with power, marked Roaran’s talisman.

“Once Archanin possessed something of me, a strand of hair, blood, even my name, the danger became real. So I had a gifted smith make this. It protects against Seithin magic.” He shoved the amulet beneath his tunic. “We only need a little more time. Once I’ve hidden us in the past, we’ll be safe from even Archanin.”

“What do you mean? Hide us in the past?”

“There’s a gateway to the Enarae in the Isles only I know about. I can take us through, and we’ll be in another time. Archanin can still try to draw me into my body with magic, but he won’t physically be able to get to us.”

“And Kaell? What happens to him?”

“He’s in no discomfort, Val Arques. There’s no struggle. I intended to surrender this body to him once we had my own form back. As it is, once we’re in the past, I’ll find a newly dead corpse to inhabit. Then I’ll wake Kaell.”

Anger turned Val’s gut. Roaran had no right to use others for his own purpose. He dropped his gaze to hide his expression. “So this is what must happen? We must get to this doorway to the Enarae.”

Roaran entwined his fingers over his belly. “This child of magic will not be safe in this realm. If Archanin senses me, he’ll sense them, too. We need to hide until the child is ready.”

“You place a lot of faith in prophecy.”

Roaran grasped Val’s hand and drew it against Azenor’s belly. “This child was made with part of Kaell’s soul, too, Val Arques. You must protect them. I have faith in you.”

An unexpected awe stirred within him. Val did not draw back his hand. But he did not meet Roaran’s eyes.


ROARAN
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Cowls up, swathed in fur-lined cloaks, they trudged through snowflakes drifting into lengthening shadows to the Icelands port known as the Cauldron. It sprawled beneath low-slung, white-crusted mountains dense with pine trees. Biting winds and swirling sea mists that smelt of brine scraped through the alleyways of the town of timber and stone.

In the bowl-shaped bay, black-bowed ships with rigging for thirty sails were anchored beside fishing vessels, their hulls painted with sigils to ward off evil sea spirits.

“They’ll be gone within days,” Nicky said. “Traders don’t like to get caught in the Icelands in winter. Most will make for Veniva. Southeast. We need a captain sailing west.”

They trod streets slippery with dirty ice. Roaran’s every step was mired in unease, not only because he had to concentrate to walk in a different form, but also because the Icelands belonged to his nightmares. Even during his reign, the Damadars had proved difficult allies, their motives shrouded by self-interest—and duty to their bloodthirsty god. He never imagined that in the name of that god, they would rouse him from death.

Just the odour of wet rock, the reek of tallow, and the dull rhythm of chants threw him centuries into the past to that close chamber where a sorceress had revived him long enough to plunge a knife into his breast. Sometimes he woke in a sweat, once more a prisoner in a locked room of ice, weeping for all he had lost.

In the accursed streets of the Cauldron, wintry scents roused by raw winds, his steps dragging as the physical toll of the past days weighed on him, Roaran could not flee unwelcome memories. Once or twice, Nicky looked his way.

“I’m all right,” Roaran muttered, hating to appear weak. He was unwilling to admit Archanin’s spell, Myranthe’s invasive magic, and the two-day walk to the Cauldron had drained him.

As if aware of Roaran’s exhaustion and struggle with the past, Nicky took charge, asking questions in dockside inns that led to an Icelands captain sailing for Tide’s End.

“Last journey before spring,” the man told them in a tavern smelling of spilled beer and musty straw. “We’ll winter in the Isles. The sea here freezes and traps ships for months.” Dandruff sprinkled the captain’s thick woollen cloak, and his unruly beard stank of fish. His cargo was timber meant for the Falls before his vessel, the Lady Judith, sailed for the Isles.

“Lady Judith.” Val smiled for the first time in two days. “A good omen.”

“No ship is a good omen for Roaran,” Nicky said. “He suffers from the malady of the waves.”

At even the prospect of such a journey, Roaran’s belly pitched. It’d proven too much to hope that in Azenor’s body, he might have been rid of the curse. Or one of them, at least.

“What’s that old ditty? There was a prince who hated the sea—”

“Shut up, Nicky,” Roaran said. “I don’t hate the sea.”

“Only ships.” Nicky’s gaze rested fondly for a moment. “First time the Lady Judith rolls, you’ll puke on the deck.”
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Roaran retched over the side, even in the sheltered harbour. In open sea, the rigging creaking and spray dampening his hair, he curled into his cloak, groaning with misery.

Nicky and Val were experienced seafarers, true Isles men, and Roaran envied them. They leaned elbows on the rail as land hulked and the Lady Judith crashed through frothing waves, talking of voyages to Veniva and beyond, of Telorian ships too quick for pirates, of storms or wind-stripped oceans when vessels sat in the doldrums.

At Nicky’s prodding, Val gruffly recounted a battle where his father had chased a ship around a jutting bluff, only to be ambushed by a pirate fleet commanded by a cutthroat called Alvar the Avaricious.

“What happened?”

“They rammed us, boarded us, grappling hooks and all. Close fighting erupted then. Chaos. The deck was slippery with blood and gore, wounded men were everywhere, groaning or screaming. We prevailed, but it was like a scene from a nightmare.”

Talking of nightmares—gut roiling, Roaran dashed to the side. The same nausea of the sea he had suffered all his life endured. The illness, like his blood, must be attached to his soul. Or did the child in Azenor’s belly contribute? No, it was too early.

“The stories are true then,” Val said without a shred of compassion. How stubbornly he held on to his resentment.

Nicky laughed amiably. “They’re true, all right. Roaran spends every voyage on his hands and knees. Can’t be Isles-born. Swapped him at birth with some lake dweller.” He handed Roaran a water flask. “Drink.”

Roaran pushed it away. “I’ll just bring it up.”

“Nevertheless.”

“You fuss like a mother hen.” Roaran sipped. He sank to his haunches, willing time to pass rapidly.

“I forgot what a misery you are on ships,” Nicky said. “Good thing we’re sleeping on deck.” He turned to Val. “One journey beyond the Ice Sea, we had a cabin. Roaran didn’t leave it. Kept puking on the floor. Guess who had to clean up the mess?”

Roaran made a face at him. “Do you have to remind me?”

Val laughed. There was no warmth in it or in his eyes. Roaran might have dwelled upon the other man’s coldness, except the ship lurched. He gagged. Clambering up, he leaned against the side, drawing in salt-scented air.

“Dread lord, try to sleep,” Nicky said. “Not so far. With this wind at our backs, it will take only ten days to reach Tide’s End.”
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Sluggish days passed. Wrapped in his cloak, his belly pitching with the ship, Roaran suffered through them, wishing for death. He endured cold nights when the ship’s deck slickened with frost. His clothes stank of vomit. His breath was foul. His wretchedness was absolute.

A week into the journey, dawn mists cleared to bright sunlight and sticky heat, a shock after the damp chill of the Icelands. Seabirds screeched from rocks at the river mouth to the Falls. The deep, quiet waters lapping at muddy banks offered Roaran a reprieve, but swarms of mosquitoes attacked every bit of his bare flesh.

On the final night, with the ship back at sea, he fell into an untroubled sleep, until the Lady Judith ploughed into calmer Isles currents. Bleary-eyed, Roaran rose as Tide’s End emerged through early morning sea fog.

The city seemed calm and sleepy. It was so unchanged, its alleys, its wind-battered stone and timber buildings, its slinking walls, could have been snatched from a memory. The castle loomed like a carcass of stone on the cliffs. The weathered towers were comforting but also unsettling.

No matter how he tried to put it aside, this city would not let him go. His past snatched at him here, greedy to be remembered and grieved for, ready to tear him down.

Many years ago, he had turned a corner on a cobbled street in Tide’s End and thought he glimpsed his queen with his son. Roaran had fallen to his knees, sobbing, before a dark-haired stranger. He remembered her frightened stare as she pulled the boy away from the mad man.

“No point thinking on it, dread lord.” Nicky appeared at his shoulder.

Roaran groaned as the ship ordered him off with a last creaking roll. And I won’t miss you, either. Even if Val approves of the Lady Judith—Judith Damadar, I suppose, you’re named for. I’d like to tease him about that. Maybe one day when he forgets why he resents me.
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Once the ship docked, they paid the captain a bonus for delivering them safely.

“Which means not murdering us in our sleep,” Nicky grumbled.

They disembarked to find stables. Disinterested sentries waved their horses out the gates against the stream of carts and covered wagons. Roaran kept his cowl up to hide Azenor’s face. But the only curious looks fell on Val, from flirtatious women balancing baskets of apples or grapes on their heads.

Nicky stopped a farmer and his daughter to buy salted meat and a flagon of wine. The girl smiled boldly at Val. He didn’t notice. His frown fell into the distance.

Beyond Tide’s End, the road wound through cropped pastures and then woodland abloom with tuberose and lavender. The sun glowed golden in a cloudless sky. Roaran might even think it a soft, peaceful land if not for the blackened, abandoned farmhouses beside overgrown fields.

“Venivan raiders?” Nicky mused.

“Or worse.” Val scowled. “We have a king in Dal-Kanu who all but bows to a ghoul god.”

My point exactly. I must free this land. Roaran’s irritation churned anew at Val’s stubborn refusal to accept what must be done to defeat a god.
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On the second day, the muddy road became an overgrown path above a sparkling sapphire sea. There were no other travellers, only waves frothing on rocks, squawking gulls, and breeze rippling white-tipped grass. At the salty nip, the Isles’ soothing warmth, Roaran’s muscles unknotted.

Home. He was home. Safe.

Nicky burst into song, and Val grinned. “I know that tune.”

Roaran laughed. “Don’t encourage him. You’ll beg for silence very soon.”

Val’s smile died. He didn’t look at Roaran.

Still prickly. Still so high and mighty. Roaran considered Val’s tight shoulders. How dare Val judge him. To save the many, to bring down this foul god, a few might suffer. But Roaran could not turn aside from duty. He had nothing else.

Nicky bellowed a new tune. Val joined in the chorus. Roaran must have gaped, for Val broke off his song to glare. “What?”

Roaran looked away. Val’s coldness rankled, but at least the other man wasn’t openly fighting with him. He would just have to be patient. In the end, Val would understand.
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They reached the snake valley at dusk. Roaran’s left eye twitched, a sign of his exhaustion. Myranthe’s magic and Archanin’s assault had taken a worrying toll. As a death rider, he could renew his strength with a blood sacrifice to Ghani-Jai. But he had no time to hunt prey.

Near the cave, twilight hazed into a serene, dew-scented evening. The sky was a charcoal canvas for early stars. Roaran slid from his horse amid downy foxtail grass. He paused to examine the sounds of this lonely place. Humming beetles. A chorus of chirruping birds. Branches gently creaking in the mild night. A stream’s gurgling song. Nothing out of place. Nor should there be. The cave was his secret. A refuge.

Wearily, he fingered the amulet. Once they were in the past, his companions would be safe. But only the charm would protect him from the ghoul god’s magic.

Beckoning to Val and Nicky, Roaran trudged to the cave mouth, seized a breath, and called out the spell to shift the Enarae.

A blast of wind hit him. He nearly fell as it tore past, whipping up leaves. The spines of bushes rattled. Alarmed horses snorted. A shadow crept from the earth, cloaking Roaran in coldness. He slumped to his hands and knees, forcing out the final words. The cave’s mouth shimmered.

“Get inside fast,” he panted. “I can’t hold it.”

Nicky set the horses free then took Roaran’s weight to help him inside. He glanced back at Val. “Are you just going to stand there?”

Val hesitated. The doorway started to collapse. Roaran searched deep for every last ounce of strength. “It’s closing.”

Val ran at the cave and dived for the entrance. He sprawled on sand as the doorway disintegrated. The light vanished. The wind blew out.

Roaran slid his back down a rock wall. He remembered carrying Azenor into the cave, how formidable power had stormed through him after killing Cahirean raiders, and how easily he’d cast the spell. Now he could not even rise.

The first moon’s milky light stole inside. The hush of stone settled about them. They were in the past, beyond Archanin’s reach. Yet beneath the throb in Roaran’s head, a faint chord of danger played. Dully, he tried to sift his unease.

It was no good. He was too tired for visions. Feebly, he whispered the words of another incantation so they could easily come and go from the cave into this new world.

Nicky rested a hand on his shoulder. “Dread lord?”

“I’m all right.”

“Where—where are we? Where did you bring us?”

“The start of Caelan’s reign. We can hide here for now. This magic took too much out of me. Must rest.” Roaran curled his head onto his hands and at once fell asleep.
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A wisp of sound then a prickling on his scalp roused him. Roaran jerked upright. Across a glowing fire, Val Arques sat on his heels, watching him.

“What—” Roaran gripped his knees. Blood pulsed in his ears.

A shadow twitched. Someone laughed. It had no origin. It was just there, eerily insubstantial, coiling away with the rising smoke. A laugh. Then a voice. Chanting.

Archanin. Archanin was seeking him, calling Roaran into his body. His mouth tasted of bile. He groped in vain for his blade, his shocked gaze on Val. “What have you done?”

In the firelight, ashen-skinned, lips stretched tight, Val looked like a stranger. His eyes with their glassy shimmer hardly seemed human. “You need to pay for what you’ve done. There’s an old Isles word for it. Penance. It’s due, Roaran.”

He stretched out his hand. Slowly, he uncurled his fist. The amulet lay in his palm. Roaran went cold with shock. He snatched first for the string at his neck then at the charm.

Val whipped back his hand. He didn’t speak. He only watched with those stranger’s eyes.

“Nicky,” Roaran whispered.

“He took the first watch. He can’t help you. No one can.”

The cave filled with cruel laughter. Roaran scrabbled against a wall, arms whipped up against shadows that yawed and groped. Their darkness spread across the cave floor. “No. Please.” His spine pressed hard into stone. “No.”

Like folding wings, the shadows closed about him. He did not know if he fell into them or if they swallowed him, only that the blackness owned him. In one vicious yank, it ripped him from Azenor’s body.

As the spell drew his soul away, he looked down helplessly at the woman’s body. Then he saw and knew nothing.


AINGEAR
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A pale mist hovered over the body they had cut from the ice. It sank into the man’s naked form. His skin grew luminous as Roaran’s spirit tethered to his original flesh and bones. He jerked once and gasped. Then he slumped onto grubby straw.

Archanin broke off his chant. His vicious laugh rattled through the dismal cell deep beneath a forgotten ruin. A cell carefully prepared for one precious captive.

Aingear clasped her hand over her mouth. A slow trembling moved through her. Roaran Caelan, returned by magic to his own body, was now this monster’s prisoner. If only she could take back the words she’d so fearfully blurted in that bloodhouse. If only she had kept his secrets. Then Archanin would never have learnt who acted against him.

Roaran stirred and murmured a name. Val?

Archanin moistened his captive’s lips with sleeping draught on a soaked cloth. “I’m not ready for you to wake,” he said softly. “Not yet.”

“What if this isn’t Roaran’s spirit?” Raggamirron brought a lamp close to the man’s face. “Until now, he repelled every attempt to summon him. Maybe Roaran tricked us, just as he tricked the sorceress.”

“I smell his seer’s blood. This is Roaran Caelan.” Archanin shivered with malevolent pleasure. “At last in my hands. Defenceless. To do with as I choose.”

“No,” Aingear cried. “Don’t hurt him.”

“Hurt him?” Archanin raised his brows in a sneer. “Oh, priestess, I intend to do more than hurt him. I intend to break his soul.”

Raggamirron brushed hair from Roaran’s brow. “Better for him if he were dead.”

Aingear considered the ghoul lord. Raggamirron was never cruel. Dutiful, yes. Honourable, even, in his harsh Seithin way.

Archanin scoffed. “Do not forget, my faithful Raggamirron, what this man cost me. Not only my freedom, but also my queen. Do not forget how he plots to destroy us all.”

“Give the command, and I will kill him. But what you intend—forgive me, my lord, but I have no appetite for torture.”

“Please.” Aingear dropped to her knees before Archanin. “He is a king of Telor.” A king in grave danger because of her folly and weakness.

“He is nothing but a possession,” Archanin said. “Even his blood now belongs to me.” With savage glee, he dragged his knife across Roaran’s breast until blood oozed from a shallow cut. The man only sighed, blissfully unaware of pain or his peril.

Archanin dipped a gloved finger in the wound and licked. For a hammer beat of time, nothing happened. Then he buckled to his knees, mouth open in astonishment, his stare blank.

Aingear held her breath, desperately hoping Roaran’s blood had hurt her captor.

But the ghoul god staggered upright. “Such power,” he whispered in awe. “One drop, and hundreds of images crashed into my mind. Beautiful. Frightening. His seer blood is dangerous. If I desire to drink from him, I shall first have to alter it.”

Raggamirron rose. “Will I move him upstairs to the… chamber?”

“Not yet. First, I want to stoke his fears. Let him stew for a few weeks in this hole.”

Aingear shuddered, appalled by the grey-stoned cell with its grimy walls and fetid stench thick enough to bite.

“Let him wake in darkness, alone and bewildered,” Archanin said. “Let him flinch at every footstep, wondering if someone comes for him. Have footsteps stop at his door then move on. I want him on edge, kept awake by constant drums, screams. I don’t care whose.”

“Yes, my lord.”

The ghoul god stooped over his captive. Roaran breathed deeply. The sleeping draught freed him—for now—of fear. Aingear wished for his sake that he would never wake.

Archanin traced a tattoo on Roaran’s shoulder with his fingers, an esurient gleam in his eyes. As he swept a hand down the man’s body, Aingear blurted, “Don’t touch him.” As shocked by her own reaction to Roaran’s unclad form as by Archanin’s invasive grope, she added, “Don’t you dare.”

He laughed as he straightened. “So prudish, my priestess. It is tempting, but once I leave this room, I don’t intend to touch him for a long while.”

“But you said—”

“Oh, he’ll suffer. All manner of torments. But those long centuries trapped in a forsaken ruin taught me pleasure delayed is pleasure enhanced. So I shall anticipate the moment I finally do touch him, let it play in my mind. Imagine how my fingers might slowly trail across these broad shoulders, onto his breast, down onto his thighs.”

“You’re disgusting,” she said. “A foul, depraved monster.”

“And you bore me, old woman.” Archanin flicked a hand. “I brought you here to see the fruits of your betrayal. Now you have. Raggamirron, return her to the temple.”


ROARAN





[image: ]







His prison was a damp cavity carved from rock, a gloomy cell of grubby stone. He slept on straw beneath a moth-eaten blanket—when he slept at all. Endless drumming thumped through the walls. Screams scraped his spine like a blade.

Dully, he tried to think about how he might escape, about Nicky’s reaction when he learnt what Val had done. Help would come. It had to come. Or he had to save himself.

Barefoot, clad in the thin tunic and pants left for him, Roaran curled up and shivered through black nights and black days he quickly lost count of. All that marked time was the creak of a latch when his captors shoved a bowl of gruel and cup of filthy water inside.

The only light was a slit beneath the door. It was just enough to reveal the stained walls, the bone shards in the filthy straw, and the illuminated sigils carved on the roof to prevent him using magic.

Roaran understood why Archanin had left him in this fleapit. To let him anticipate the suffering ahead. To first destroy his mind.

He swallowed hard.

At every footstep to the door, his pulse whipped up, terrified Archanin’s guards came for him. He knew they must. He knew his captor would eventually torture him. Archanin could even kill him again and again without death ever releasing Roaran from pain and misery.
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Time splintered into meaningless heartbeats, their cacophonic tide in his ears. Bowls of gruel appeared. Empty bowls disappeared.

Had another week gone by? Had two? He could not unravel the passing of days. They no longer belonged to him. Very little did. His thoughts spiralled in an ever-closing loop. His body only reacted to thirst, hunger, and that exhaustion of fitful sleep.

At last, with dour footsteps and a rattle of keys, armed ghouls stomped into the hole. Cocooned in the dark with his treacherous imagination, Roaran scrambled back against the wall. His captors said nothing, only clamped enspelled iron across his brow and dragged him out. They did not bind his hands. Unarmed, the metal band suppressing his seer craft, he was defenceless, and they knew it.

Sweat broke out on his neck. His mouth chalky, Roaran could do nothing but stagger towards humiliation and pain, too aware Archanin would shatter his will. As a Serravan captain, he’d learnt to withstand torture, but that training belonged to another life, long put aside. A time before the mockery called destiny.

Yes, Archanin would break him. In the ghoul god’s hands, Roaran’s immortality, his death rider strength, would be weapons to destroy him. If tortured, he healed. If killed, he eventually revived, ready to be tortured again. He had to escape. If they took off the headband, he would take his chance and use magic. For now, be ready.

Beneath his breath, Roaran practised a spell as his grim-faced escort forced him across an abandoned ward. Darkness framed crumbling walls. Stars blinked through turrets and scarred towers. Storm-scented air eddied ominously, but the sea’s briny tang, its whisper on his skin, and its rolling melody were cruelly familiar.

Could this still be the Isles? Could it? He found little comfort even in that.

His captors shoved him up a tower’s spiralling steps. For all the sultry pall, a chill rose off the broken stonework. A bird’s song quavered with loneliness. Moonlight shaped by arrow slits belonged, like the bird, to the world beyond the ruin, and Roaran ached to hold on to them.

They prodded and pushed him into a chamber near the top. Its menace, its rank stink hit him at once. Shadows crept beneath circling walls. Shutters blanked a tiny window. His soles brushed naked stone caked with filth.

There was no torchlight, just a fire pawing a soot-blackened hearth. And near the flames, in a high-backed chair, sat a figure, eyes levelled at him like a sword.

Roaran slammed to a stop. Time snapped still with him. He knew who would be waiting for him in this tower room, yet he was still unprepared, unable to accept what was happening to him. Him. A seer. A death rider. He could not be a captive. Certainly not this creature’s captive.

For before him, ready to extract vengeance he’d had centuries to plot, sat Archanin.

A guard shoved Roaran. As he stumbled, he glanced at the darkness waiting beyond the fire’s cheerless glow, refusing to think about what it might hold.

Archanin gestured at a chair opposite. The ghouls dumped their prisoner. They yanked off the iron band and stepped away without restraining him. Roaran’s captor clearly didn’t fear him or think he could escape.

Roaran snatched a breath. Slowly, he lifted his eyes to meet Archanin’s stare.

The ghoul god’s exquisite beauty lifted hairs along his arms, like a python’s alluring colours hiding its reptilian nature. Blond shoulder-length hair framed the unearthly symmetry of a striking face. Soft garments, a silken cobalt shirt and a flamboyant sash belting tight black pants, contradicted a cold perfection that was achingly dangerous.

Disoriented, light-headed from hunger and sleeplessness, Roaran rubbed his chafed temples. Stillness folded upon itself. The fire’s crackle was the only sound between them. No wind rose off the sea. No birdsong drifted from parapets. Surely time slipped by this malignant room.

Archanin leaned forward. “You know who I am?” His voice was melodic. His look, though, was hard and dark and long.

Roaran could not breathe. Gods help him, this couldn’t happen.

“The pace of your heart says you do. But surely you, a seer, knew your fate?” Archanin poured wine into two goblets and offered one.

Roaran shook his head.

“Drink. It will settle your belly.”

Roaran hesitated a moment before sipping from the goblet. The wine, too sweet, did nothing for his nerves, but it soothed his parched throat. He stretched his toes towards the hearth. It was too warm in the Isles for a fire, yet sweat chilled upon his thinly clothed body.

Archanin followed even this slight movement with covetous eyes. Roaran dared not consider what his captor might want—or take—from him besides his pain.

“How I’ve anticipated this moment.” Archanin’s smile was as thin and cruel as a blade’s edge. “I thought you dead and beyond my reach. But here you are. Helpless. At my mercy.”

Mercy. Roaran gulped more wine. There would be none of that. Nor a quick death. For Archanin leashed his malice tightly. Whatever revenge he sought would be controlled, slow, and painful.

“How clever you are,” Archanin said in that soft tone. “To trick a sorceress into thinking you were dead. But you took a risk leaving your body in the ice—for me to gather up. Once I had that, it was only a matter of time before I summoned you back to it.”

A risk Roaran hadn’t fully considered because he’d had no idea Archanin had been in the Icelands.

“Blood magic?” Archanin arched a brow. “Just like the magic you used to imprison me all those years. Even that spell protecting your precious Isles required a sacrifice. Shocking.” He mocked with a wagged finger.

Roaran didn’t trust his voice to answer.

“We are alike, I think. Both intelligent. Powerful. Ruthless. Oh, you are that, Roaran. How else could you have trapped me all those centuries ago in that wretched castle, denied me my throne? One thousand times, I cursed you. I swore I would bring such agony upon you that you pleaded for death.”

Even if this time he had a sharp retort, Roaran couldn’t speak.

Archanin arched a brow. “Still you say nothing? Surely we can talk politely for a time?”

Roaran curled his hands around the chair arms. In a low voice, he said, “What do you want of me? Polite lies? Archanin, lord of the desert, can smell a lie. Or so it is written.”

Archanin sat back with a satisfied smile. “An Isles accent. Curious, after so long.”

“Once an Isles man, always an Isles man.”

“You are much more, death rider.”

Roaran’s jaw stiffened. “You learnt a little of my nature, it seems.”

“I used my time in the Icelands well. I sought the truth about you from the Damadar witch. Not the myths of poets and singers.”

Roaran rested his head against the chair, struggling to keep control. Tired, too tired. “And what is the truth?”

Archanin sighed deeply. “I longed to hear your euphonic enchanter’s voice. To see those eyes poets call an ‘impossible blue.’ So striking against the canvas of dark hair.”

“You want to talk about my eyes?” Roaran jeered.

“I am curious about you. Our enemies, after all, define us. They must be worthy of hatred. And what is worthy of hatred is worth understanding. It sharpens vengeance.”

Roaran wiped moist palms on his pants. “Where is this place?”

“I let you see for yourself. A forgotten ruin. Somewhere no one will find you. Somewhere I can keep you secretly, but keep you close. Mine.”

“What will you do to me?”

“I think you know.” Archanin reached to touch his face.

Hairs spiked on Roaran’s arms.

“No.” Archanin dropped his hand. “I’ll not touch you. Not yet. After hating you for so long, I am content to look at you. At that elegantly boned face and raven hair that mark you as an Isles man. Not those eyes, though. They are a colour seen only in Quisnaf. Quite exquisite. Even shadowed by fear.”

“I’m not afraid.”

Archanin’s vicious laugh needled Roaran’s skin. “The first lie. Or do you lie to yourself?” He sat back again, considering his captive with savage elation. His stare trapped Roaran as if chains shackled his wrists. “You have a warrior’s perfection—I discovered that as you slept, unaware of danger or my inspection. A soldier first, a man in his prime at your death. What age were you?”

Wary, Roaran said, “I had just turned thirty-seven.” He could hardly remember that time, so many lifetimes ago, or what he had been like before the corruption of destiny. Before the guilt.

“A king still young enough to dream. A powerful seer unafraid to use blood magic. Who trained you? Oh, I know; you are gifted with prophetic visions that hardly hurt you—”

“Visions always extract a heavy price,” Roaran said cautiously.

“Indeed.” Archanin’s face clouded as if the words resonated. “What did you endure to find a way to destroy me, I wonder? Three impossible bloodlines. Yet you solved this problem.” He poured more wine, his unsteady hand betraying his emotion. His loathing.

Roaran’s belly churned with dread. An eternity of suffering lay ahead. Find the strength for a spell. Run. He glanced at the door. Between him and freedom stood four guards. And one god.

“The answer came to me the moment I followed Kaell’s lord to Seithin. When he returned with a child of the desert city, I knew how it could be done.”

“And you didn’t care who you hurt. Kaell. Azenor. You are ruthless, indeed.”

Roaran flushed with anger. Val Arques had accused him of the same then thrown the only man who could save Telor to his enemy.

Archanin studied him. “Singers weave such pretty words about your wit and courage. Even your beauty. But you are also cold. I shall enjoy stripping you down to the raw beast beneath the pretty façade.”

Bitterly, Roaran said, “I am your enemy and in your hands. Need we play games?”

“Whatever game I choose, you will play it.” Archanin did not look away. “Such a game, Roaran Caelan. With just one rule. That you suffer.”

“You intend to break me?” Roaran blustered. “Others have tried.”

Archanin drummed the chair arm with stiff fingers. “I shall take everything from you. Everyone you’ve loved, I’ll kill them as you watch, helpless. I’ll crush that fine body of yours. I’ll twist your memories. I’ll own your very thoughts, Roaran.”

“No,” Roaran said. “You won’t.”

“You’ll kneel and call me lord. When you kill, it shall not be for my brother, but for me.”

Roaran hunched in the chair. Torture, he’d expected. He’d even braced to hear what his captor would do to him. But kill for Archanin? Impossible. No magic could break a death rider’s bond with his god.

Archanin rose. At the shuttered window, he fingered grime on the sill. “So is it done?” he asked, his voice tight. “You convinced Kaell to lie with you to conceive this child?”

“No.”

The ghoul god whipped about. “You speak the truth. For, as you say, I would know a lie.”

“A lie is a worm within. I do not lie.”

“So you failed? How pathetic. Centuries of preparation, and at the last—”

Roaran fisted a hand. “I’m not done yet.”

“I think you are,” Archanin said. “Though perhaps you’ll tell me where Kaell is?”

Roaran chose his words carefully. “He is lost to both of us.”

“A pity. Your mind is more subtle and twisted, I suspect, but he had warmth you lack. Our first conversation was about Venivan poetry. Ah, I’ve surprised you. But you are a prince of the Isles, lettered also, surely.”

“What does it matter?”

“Don’t be so disagreeable. I judged you worthy, Roaran Caelan. Worthy of my hatred. Of my attention. Until I have the spell to take your past, we might talk upon occasion.”

“And we’ll talk of poetry?” Roaran sneered. “You know nothing of me. I am not Kaell, raised by a man classically educated in the Isles. At a very early age, my father sent me to the Serravan to train as a warrior then to be fostered in Cahir. I cared little for books or history or poetry. Even fate forced kingship upon me. I wanted only to be a soldier.”

“Good.” Archanin sat again, legs crossed elegantly at the knee. “How easily I tapped beneath your coldness.”

Roaran scowled. “I’ll say no more.”

“How sad. We have time to be polite, for this night shall be long—for you. For me, it shall pass all too quickly. So tell me, princeling. I cannot believe a man like you, a clever, passionate Isles man, cared only for warfare. What of love?”

“What of it?”

“History tells us your father betrothed you at a young age to a Cahirean princess.”

Roaran hesitated. Words cost him nothing. In fact, they bought time to gather his strength and plot a way out. “Trevina of Cahir. Her brother Lucius became a brother to me, also.”

“And with brotherly love, Lucius murdered you? Everyone knows the story. Why did his love turn to hate? Because you humiliated his sister by marrying another?”

“Lucius was… possessive.”

“Why?”

Roaran laughed uneasily. “That stays with me.”

“I am eager to hear. After all these centuries, why not unburden yourself?”

Unburden. Roaran sagged. If he could shed the past with its guilt and regret, would he? Would he sacrifice memories of his queen, his son, and his foster daughter to forget the rest?

A silence settled as heavy as the gloom. Archanin watched Roaran’s face. The fire’s spit and crackle held a murmur. Run. His captor was right. Roaran was afraid.

“I could understand you, Roaran,” Archanin said. “You know what it is to have power and have it stolen from you. You’ve known betrayal and loss too, tasted their bitterness. Your mask of cold duty hides what? Loneliness?”

Roaran drained his wine. The darkness beyond the fire exhaled, waiting.

“I don’t need your understanding.” His scalp prickled. Run. Just run. He slid another look at the door, at the shadows where guards waited. “Nor do I wish to talk anymore.”

“Then it is time,” Archanin said.

Roaran did not move or speak.

Archanin watched him, a predator assessing its prey. “You’ve carefully avoided peering behind, but your heart betrays you. You are afraid of what is about to happen.”

“Yes, all right. I am afraid. I’m not a fool. I know what comes now.”

“Then we’ll begin. Please stand and undress.”

Roaran stood. He placed the goblet on the table. And ran for the door.

Ghouls sprang from the murk. Roaran flung them back with a rushed spell. At once, his head throbbed. He was too weak for magic. More guards leapt at him. Drawing deep, he hurled another incantation. Wind whooshed as they plunged down.

He reached the door. Just as he pushed it open, faint hope kindling in him, an unseen force lifted and yanked him back through the air. Roaran hit the stone floor hard. Pain exploded in his shoulder. Groaning, he tried to crawl.

Archanin stood over him. “So little power in those spells. Still too feeble, seer.”

Ghouls yanked Roaran up and gripped his arms. A third incantation choked in his throat. A ringing hurt his ears. For all his magic and his death rider strength, his enemy held him. No escape. No help. No one knew where he was.

“I hoped you might use sorcery,” Archanin said indulgently. “So I learnt its source. Seithin magic would be dangerous. But you spoke ancient Quisnaf. So the Quisnaf trained you? Interesting. Useless against my wards to seal this room, though.”

He turned to a tall ghoul at his shoulder. “Light the candles, Raggamirron.”

Helpless, Roaran slumped in the guards’ grasp as flames flared and danced. As they unlocked the darkness, a crazed laugh tore up his locked throat.

“You should be flattered.” Archanin pushed chains slung from beams so their clink echoed in the chamber of nightmares. He picked up pokers, hammers, whips, and knotted ropes from benches, then he thumbed the edges of serrated knives. More instruments of torture—spiked collars, thumbscrews, and shackles—hung on the walls beside a bench with leather straps for ankles and wrists. Sawdust meant to soak up blood covered the floor beneath.

“I carefully prepared this chamber just for you. Even the symbols”—Archanin swept a hand at the walls—“are to hide you. I am jealous, you see, sweet seer. I must have you to myself. I must know you, my enemy. And I shall—through your pain. Intimately.”

He nodded at the guards. “I want him bare-chested.”

Grinning maliciously, they tore off Roaran’s shirt. Archanin pointed to a flat bench. “I’ll allow you the dignity of walking. Tonight, at least.”

Roaran managed a step. His legs buckled. At Archanin’s impatient nod, ghouls pulled Roaran off his knees and swung him onto the bench. With a last surge of strength, he threw off their groping hands and rolled to the floor.

The guards pounced, knees on his hips as he flailed. They again hoisted him up. Writhing, twisting, Roaran shouted, “No, no, no,” as leather cut his wrists and ankles.

A ghoul entered, bowed to Archanin, then passed him a bag. What’s in it? What is in that bag? Roaran’s breaths sped up until he could not take in air. He choked.

The one Archanin had called Raggamirron trickled water into his mouth. “Slow your mind,” he said quietly. “Slow your breathing. At the moment, you’re only fighting yourself.”

Slow your mind. A distant memory surfaced of Roaran’s harsh Serravan training. He remembered hanging in chains, thirsty and tired. “Accept the pain,” the instructor had said. “Breathe into it. Then be apart from it. Look from outside at yourself.”

He tried to focus on the tattered memory. But it slipped away as he followed Archanin with stretched eyes; followed him as he carried a leather bag to the bench and opened it.

At the sight of knives inside, Roaran jerked hard against leather. “What are you going to do?”

Archanin selected a knife. “I’ll let your imagination answer that. The same imagination that allowed you to plot how to defeat me will now be your torment.”

Roaran could not look away from the blade in Archanin’s hand. It was long and talon-thin. Sigils carved in its metal glittered like cat’s eyes whenever candlelight passed over it.

“Seithin priests invented this torture to extract information or force confessions.” Archanin passed the knife to the ghoul who had brought in the bag. “The sap of a rare desert orchid stains each tip. At first, you’ll feel stabbing pain as steel pierces your flesh. Next, a burning. What comes after that, when the poison reaches your veins, cannot be described. Or endured. Tarthalan, begin.”

Roaran braced, his spine hard against the bench.

Tarthalan studied him. He brushed a hand languidly down Roaran’s exposed body. “Don’t worry, pretty prince. This won’t scar. It will only hurt.” With one swift jab, Tarthalan impaled muscle in Roaran’s shoulder.

Roaran slammed against the restraints. The sharp pain lasted only a moment. He released a relieved breath. He could take it.

“Be still,” Archanin said. “Though Tarthalan is an expert at delivering this exquisite agony, he may miss his mark.”

Roaran glared at the ghoul stroking a second knife. A white scar gnarling from cheek to lip marred an otherwise-handsome face. Blond hair, black heart. All of them. “I’m not going to meekly lie here as he carves me up.”

“Squirm if you must then. The poison will soon numb your limbs.” Archanin nodded.

Delicately this time, Tarthalan slid a second blade into Roaran’s neck. Pain starburst down into his chest. At a third knife’s agonising bite, he thrashed and arched his back, teeth clenched. Whatever they did, he would not scream.

“Hold him for this part, Raggamirron,” Archanin said. “I do not want Tarthalan to pierce his heart. No quick death on our first night.”

Raggamirron locked Roaran’s shoulders as a fourth blade drilled muscle below his collarbone. The fifth scraped ribs. He plugged his scream, but his body contracted hard.

Time fell away into rolling torment as Tarthalan drove knife after knife into him. All the while, Archanin watched Roaran’s face, absorbing every groan and wince.

Blood pooled and dripped to the floor. Sweat streamed off Roaran’s skin. Every part of him knotted in agony. His violent judders and involuntary spasms lit his veins afire.

Archanin held up a hand. “Forty knives. Just one to go. My priests used up to one hundred, depending on how strong or difficult a prisoner was. We’ll build up to that.”

Smirking, Tarthalan held the final blade above Roaran’s face, letting him see it come down, slowly at first then fast, a thrust. As it pierced Roaran’s eye, he, at last, screamed.
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Blackness came briefly. If only he could stay in its embrace. But unbearable agony denied him even that release. He could not move. All he could do was lie in utter darkness on the bloodstained bench, silent tears wetting his cheeks.

Time strained through an invisible sieve, a clinging water droplet that did not fall. His tormented mind tried to shut down. It did not. Nor did his suffering ebb.

Every shallow breath hurt. Roaran lost control of his bladder, even his ability to swallow. His mouth filled with spit. He sweated poison. The odour of coppery blood turned his gut.

He suffered alone, imprisoned inside himself. There was no light and no sound but the roaring in his skull. He longed for even Archanin’s taunts to fill the void folding in on him.

“Nicky,” he whispered to the empty room when he could again form words. “Someone.”

Still more hours passed on into silence. In moments of delirium, he imagined he floated above his wrecked body, desperately reaching to rip out the knives, but he could not. Nor could he thump his fists against the bench to rage against his helplessness. He could only lie there and suffer.

His thoughts tumbled wildly, dismally, feeding his despair. Worse to come. It won’t stop, not ever. It will last years, stretch into centuries.

Serravan instructors from his youth had taught that dark thoughts were merely stories. “Laugh at them,” they’d said. “Accept them. Do not give them power.” But Roaran’s fear-filled stories overwhelmed him. His agony never receded.

And no one was coming.
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At the tread of footsteps, he sobbed in relief. Unsmiling ghouls dug out needles and unbuckled straps. Their steps faded in the stairwell.

“Get up.” Archanin settled into that same chair.

Roaran tried to force his shattered wits together. “I—I can’t.”

“Get up. The poison’s effects will be gone by now.”

Groaning, Roaran wriggled to the edge of the bench. He dropped onto blood-slick stone, his muscles flaccid, his mouth tasting of vomit.

“You disappoint me, death rider. Where is your strength?”

Roaran groaned.

“This is just the start,” Archanin said. “Until I have what I want, your suffering will only escalate so that every cry, every whimper, pleases me as much as the one before.”

“What do you want? You haven’t asked me anything.”

Archanin leaned forward. “The Hawkwood. Tell me its secret.”

Oh goddess. What’s the Hawkwood? He’d never heard of it.

The door hit the wall. Booted steps crossed the room. Raggamirron shoved a rolled-up parchment at his lord. “Your council demands you summon the Seithin gauntlet.”

Archanin shrugged. “What I do with my possessions is none of their concern.”

Raggamirron glanced at Roaran. “My lord, if you will not listen to them, at least heed my warning. Execute this man. Four Seithin temple knives will kill an immortal, even a death rider.”

Archanin’s laugh iced Roaran’s spine. “It will not be that easy for him.”

Raggamirron scrunched the parchment in his fist. “Once he is dead, then no one—no one, my lord—can threaten us.”

“I have other plans for Roaran Caelan.” Archanin tapped his fingers on his knee, staring into the cold fire. “I will break his bond with my brother. Then he will kneel to me. A death rider who empowers me, who serves me.”

Roaran trembled. This was the second time Archanin had spoken of breaking the bond with his god. What were his words? I’ll own your very thoughts. You’ll kneel and call me lord.

Raggamirron hurled the balled parchment into the ashes. “I warned you about Kaell, and he is not nearly as dangerous as this man. Sate your vengeance with his pain then destroy him. He is too powerful to let him live.”

“He’s already broken.” Archanin rose to stand over Roaran. “Lift your head.”

Roaran could not obey. Every part of him ached.

Raggamirron snorted in exasperation. “You left him in agony for days. He’s sick. Exhausted. If you want him alive, feed him, see to his wounds, and let him sleep.”

“I thought the death rider in him could take it, but you are right. He is also human. A time of rest, I think.” Archanin tapped a finger against his lips. “Summon my council to the temple. In my absence, let the boy tend to my precious death rider. Once he’s stronger, we’ll begin again.”

Roaran heard only one word. Sleep. He registered the oddly comforting warmth of Raggamirron’s body as the ghoul carried him to a pallet.

The pallet and darkness rose up, and he willingly slid to meet both.
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