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The Void
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Arenadd Taranisäii, former King of the North, lay curled up on his side in the darkness and sobbed softly. ‘Stop it...please make it stop...’

The Night God stood over him, her single eye pitiless. You can beg harder than that, Arenadd.

Another savage blast of pain went through him, and Arenadd cried out weakly. ‘Stop it!’

More pain racked his body and he convulsed at her feet, eyes bulging like a wounded animal. But he did not beg for mercy again – that was what she wanted, and he wouldn’t give it to her. 

Finally it stopped, and Arenadd slumped back down, breathing harshly. ‘It wasn’t my fault,’ he said in a thin voice. ‘I didn’t...’

Rise.

Arenadd stood up. ‘It wasn’t my fault, Master,’ he said again, staring at his boots. ‘I swear.’

She stared at him, cold and indifferent as the void all about, and then abruptly turned away from him without a word.

Arenadd breathed out slowly – it was over. For now. 

He turned his back on her and wrapped his arms around his thin chest, hugging himself for comfort, and there inside his robe he felt the presence of a precious treasure, safely tucked away. So far his master had shown no sign of suspecting he had it, and it remained with him, strengthening him every moment, as if it wanted to lend him its help. In that sense it was a friend to him here in this nightmare place. 

Arenadd smiled – a wide, pained, crazed smile. ‘Such a small thing,’ he whispered to himself. ‘But so strong and fierce.’ 

He laughed in a broken kind of way and waved a hand across the darkness in front of him, fingers spread. A window opened up, bringing a touch of light with it, and he saw a man he was very familiar with by now. A Southerner, tall and wide-shouldered with red hair. Once he had been heavy with muscle, but now he had begun to look gaunt and ill, and his eyes had gone from honest brown to empty and lightless black, like Arenadd’s own. He was in a room, standing beside a fat and balding middle-aged Southerner, looking down on someone else. While he spoke, he rubbed the raw red scar on his throat with his thumb. He did that a lot, Arenadd had noticed. 

He wondered if it still hurt. Certainly, it had changed the sound of his voice. 

Elsewhere in the crumbling old Eyrie tower, Arenadd saw a woman kneeling in prayer, and her words whispered into his ears. That made him smile a little. She was praying to him, asking for guidance and protection. She believed in him. Yes...Despite everything, people believed in him and spoke his name with hope – and that gave him hope in return.

And he saw others. So many others, living out their mortal lives. So much fear and uncertainty ruled over Cymria now. And yet most people would have every reason to believe the war was over. King Caedmon had done exactly as he said he would do, and the South was his. 

Only one part of it had escaped his reach, and that was the tiny, eccentric Monag Island and the handful of refugees now hiding on it. But they wouldn’t stay there much longer. They couldn’t. 

Arenadd turned his attention back to the man with the red hair. ‘You can win this if you try, Red,’ he whispered. ‘Use it. Use the power...Be the Shadow That Walks. Save me from this place...’
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Chapter One
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The Cursed Guard

Red looked towards the bed. ‘Who is he?’

‘He was out of it, but he woke up just now,’ said Ranulf. ‘Says his name’s Ridley.’

Red hurried past him – he knew that name! But he barely recognised its owner any more. 

Last time Red met him, Ridley had been a guard like himself. He had lived in Canran, which was north-west of Red’s old home city, Liranwee, and had patrolled along with his brother Tarn. He hadn’t been as powerfully built as Red, but he’d been a strong man, well-muscled from training, and with the natural command of an experienced guard. 

Now he was thin and sick-looking, and patches of his hair had fallen out. His eyes were sunken, open but dull. When they turned on Red, their owner cringed and shuddered on his pillows.

‘Ridley,’ said Red, trying to hide his shock. ‘It’s me, Red. Don’t get up.’

Ridley hadn’t tried. He was trembling. ‘You’re dead,’ he mumbled. ‘We’re all dead. My...’

Red reached out to try and reassure him, but stopped himself. His hands were cold now, and not likely to make anyone feel better. ‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘Yer safe. An’ you ain’t dead. Ridley, what happened to the others? Do they need help? You gotta tell me, so I can get to them in time.’

Ridley’s eyes closed. ‘New...New Eagleholm. Went there t’meet you. Too late. All gone. Northerners got us. Senna, Tarn, everyone. My...my son...’

‘You what?’ said Red. ‘Your son? You ain’t got a son.’

‘Do,’ said Ridley. His words were so mumbled they were almost unintelligible, but he went on. ‘Senna, me ... had a baby. Shouldn’t have. They’ve got her, and him. Had me. Let me go.’

‘They let you go?’ Ranulf interrupted. ‘Why?’

‘You!’ Ridley’s eyes snapped open and fixed on Red. He coughed. ‘He sent me t’find you, Captain. Told me to say...to come find you, an’ say...they’re all at New Eagleholm. He’s there. He’s got my son. He’s waiting. For you. Said that. Said he’s waiting for you.’

‘Who is?’ asked Red, who already knew the answer but dreaded hearing it.

‘Morgan,’ Ridley muttered, and closed his eyes again. 

Red let him rest. ‘Morgan. That son of a bitch. He’s never gonna leave me be.’

‘It’s a trap,’ said Ranulf. ‘Gotta be. He wants you, Red. He knows if he catches you, it’s all over for us.’

‘I know,’ said Red. ‘But we can’t just leave New Eagleholm in their hands. Anyhow...’ 

And anyhow, he didn’t care that it was a trap, because Morgan would be there.

His lifeless black eyes narrowed. Morgan the spy. The liar. The backstabbing traitor. The one who had framed Red for his own crimes, and nearly gotten him killed by his own city. The one who took him to his King as a prisoner and presided over his torture. The one who poisoned the wells in Canran and killed half the population. The one who helped his King destroy Withypool and send most of its people to Amoran in chains. 

Red had vowed to resist his urge to kill, but with Morgan he wouldn’t. With Morgan, he would go to the ends of the earth just to see the life leave the Northerner’s eyes. With Morgan, he would give into every savage fantasy. He’d tear the man limb from limb and love every moment of it. He’d...

Red realised that the others were looking at him with slightly nervous expressions.

‘I’m going there,’ he said finally. ‘We’re all going. We’ll take the city, an’ while we’re at it I’ll find Morgan. I’ll get our people out of his clutches, an’ this baby too. An’ then I’ll kill the son of a bitch, an’ take time about it too.’

Nobody argued. Everyone knew what Morgan had done. 

But afterwards Red recalled what he had said, and the vicious pleasure he had felt, and wanted to vomit.

Chapter Two

Apprehension

Eagleholm, Morgan thought, was a cursed city. Not just New Eagleholm, but old Eagleholm as well. 

Everyone in Cymria, Northerner or Southerner, knew what had happened to Old Eagleholm. Once it had been one of the richest cities in the country, with a large territory around it. But it had made the mistake of allowing a Northerner to join its Eyrie as a griffiner. A griffiner who had been murdered by Southerners, only to rise again as the first Shadow That Walks. Arenadd Taranisäii, founder of the Kingdom of Tara, once the leader of all Northerners. He had committed many massacres and destroyed many Southerner strongholds in his time, but his first act had been to destroy Old Eagleholm. He had the Eyrie and murdered many of the people inside it. The city had descended into anarchy, and its neighbouring Eyries had invaded, seizing huge chunks of its lands until almost nothing was left, and finally destroying the last of the city in pointless fighting over a prize that was rapidly crumbling. 

After that there was almost nothing left of Eagleholm’s lands, and the mountain it had been built on became a heap of rubble haunted by a few starving survivors. Now, that mountain was called Dead Mountain, but a few survivors lingered on. They had found a leader, Lady Liantha, and left to go further south and found a new home. A new Eagleholm.

Morgan smiled a thin, joyless smile. New Eagleholm. A new hope for the last inhabitants of the old city. But then they had made the same mistake their predecessors had made: they had crossed the wrong Northerner. And they had paid the same price.

Morgan was a Taranisäii as well, though only by adoption. He had been chasing Red and Kraego on his adopted father’s orders, intent on eliminating the pair of them before they could do any more harm. It had been a futile hope. Morgan was no fighter, and his partner Echo was clever but nowhere near powerful enough to kill a griffin like Kraego, even with the help of a second, stronger griffin who had followed them with her own partner. 

Red had captured Morgan and he and Kraego had dragged him to New Eagleholm and handed him over to their friend Liantha, to be interrogated. It was just what Morgan had done to Red once upon a time but, like Red, he had escaped.

Or so he had thought.

Morgan stood on the balcony of the Eyrie Master’s quarters, and looked out over the city he hated. He had thought he was escaping, but he had fled straight into the clutches of a mob. The people of New Eagleholm hated nothing more than a Northerner. 

He shuddered slightly, but then relaxed and let himself feel the throbbing of his injuries. They had healed as much as they ever would, but he would never lose the limp, or the weakness in his right arm. Time might erase the scars from his face, but he wasn’t going to fool himself about that. There was no time left for him.

Behind him, in his stolen quarters, he heard the baby crying. The Southerner brat wouldn’t give him any rest, and no wonder. Its mother was locked up in a cell under the Eyrie, and its father was probably dead. Nobody had fed it all day.

Morgan didn’t even turn around. He stayed where he was, still as death, and looked down on New Eagleholm. He had conquered it with a group of other griffiners – not that it was much of a prize. Only partly built, with a tiny population of lowlifes. Most of them had fled into the wilderness with their so-called Eyrie Mistress when they realised they had no chance of saving their city. 

Still...Morgan could see that New Eagleholm might have stood a chance of being a good city one day. The streets were well laid-out, with the larger, important buildings at the centre near the Eyrie, and the houses neatly arranged inside the city walls. Clearly, someone had properly planned it all out and probably used markers to show where everything should go – stakes to show the corners of buildings. Morgan could only imagine it. 

He found himself thinking of Malvern, in the North, where he’d grown up. He had been born in the poorest part of the city, the son of a petty criminal who had been hanged for burglary when Morgan was only small. His elder brother, Henwas, had chosen to follow in their father’s footsteps, but much more effectively. He had become a professional fraud and liar, who stole by trickery and impersonation. The skills he’d learnt doing that had served him very well after he was finally arrested – King Caedmon, just a fugitive trying to win his throne at the time, had decided to employ him as a spy.

Morgan smiled again, fondly this time. His witty and resourceful brother had gone from thief to a hero of the North. There was a statue of him in Malvern now, put up by Caedmon. But heroics, as Henwas had often said, got people killed – and they had. Henwas had helped Caedmon win his throne, but had died in the process.

But Caedmon hadn’t forgotten his sacrifice, and after the civil war was over he had gone to his friend’s birthplace. He had found Morgan there and formally adopted him as his own son, and it wasn’t long before Morgan had the chance to prove he was as skilled as his brother when it came to lying and the art of disguise.

And now, he thought, it had come to this. He had followed his brother, and would go on following him...all the way to the end. At least that was what he had promised himself, but now he faced it at last the fear had taken hold of him. It was in him now, chewing away at him like a termite. 

He tried to push it away. It was absurd. He had come so close to death here; he shouldn’t still be afraid. But he was.

Morgan finally turned and went back inside. His new bride, Lady Arwydd, had just entered. He gave her a long, lingering look before he said anything, trying to convince himself that there was a slight bulge under her dress. It was too early to be certain if she was pregnant, but he hoped that she was. The path he was on would be hard for her as well as him, and she should have something left of him after it was all over.

‘Morgan.’ She came to him, and hugged him.

He hugged her back before he let her go. ‘What was that for?’

‘You looked so sad.’

‘Did I?’ Morgan smiled. ‘I was thinking about you.’

‘That’s not very comforting!’ Arwydd smiled back, but it quickly faded. ‘Morgan, you don’t have to do this.’

‘Yes I do,’ he said sharply. ‘You know I do. You know what this man is capable of, and you know what he’s threatened to do. We can’t kill him, so we have to do whatever else we can.’

‘But this?’ said Arwydd. ‘Morgan, this is...evil. And if you can’t do it—,’

‘Even if we succeed, the outcome will be the same,’ said Morgan. ‘I’m going to die.’ The fear lurched in him as he said it, but he stayed outwardly calm. ‘There’s no point in lying to ourselves about that,’ he added, seeing her expression. ‘We both know what happens to someone who tries to attack the Shadow That Walks. He’ll kill me. I just have to hope that it’ll be quick.’

‘But—,’ Arwydd began.

‘You’re going to say I don’t have to put myself in this situation,’ Morgan interrupted. ‘But you know I do. It has to be me. You know what happened between us. He wants revenge, and he’d go to the ends of the earth to get it. He probably knows this is a trap, but he’ll come anyway because he won’t be able to help himself. Even just the baby and his friends might not be enough to bring him here. But I will be.’

‘But how can you want to die?’ Arwydd pleaded. ‘You almost died before – it was a miracle you didn’t.’

‘I know,’ said Morgan. ‘The Night God spared me for a reason. So I could do this one last thing. For our people, and our King, and for her.’

‘But how do you know it’s for her?’ asked Arwydd. ‘He’s the Shadow That Walks. He belongs to her.’

‘He’s a Southerner,’ Morgan snapped.

‘He’s the Shadow That Walks,’ Arwydd repeated. ‘What if that’s what the Night God wanted? What if she doesn’t want us here in the South – that could be why she chose one of them. Don’t you understand, Morgan? You’re not just flirting with death: you’re flirting with damnation. The Night God sends her enemies to the void.’

‘You sound like one of those heretics from Malvern,’ Morgan growled. ‘Worshipping the Shadow That Walks like a god, thanks to that traitor priestess. Are you going to run off and join this Southerner too?’

‘What—? No! I mean...Morgan, don’t.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Morgan relented and reached out to touch her hair. ‘Sorry. I’m just...’

‘You’re afraid,’ she said softly.

‘Yes. Yes, I’m afraid. I...’ Morgan turned away, wrestling with himself. He couldn’t tell her about the thoughts that had been going through his mind. If he did, his doubts might become too strong and stop him from doing what he had to. 

Arwydd came to his side and gently took his hand in hers. ‘What is it? Tell me.’

It was too late. Morgan tried to stop himself, but he couldn’t, and his fears came tumbling out of him. ‘I’m afraid,’ he repeated. ‘You’re right, Arwydd. I can’t help but think about it. What if he is the real Shadow That Walks? I mean...we’ve all heard the stories. And this whole thing is a gamble. I’m willing to die for our people, but if we’re wrong...’

‘You could die for nothing,’ said Arwydd. 

‘But what else can I do?’ asked Morgan.

She pulled his hand towards her, and laid it on the small swelling between her hips. ‘Live,’ she said. ‘For me and your child.’

Morgan kept his hand there, and said nothing. 

Arwydd looked into his scarred face, and she could see the gleam in his eyes. She knew that what had happened to him here had nearly broken him. For a long time he had been on the edges of sanity and, even now, she was sometimes afraid that she was going to lose him. But there was nothing mad about what he had said. He was afraid, just as he should be. 

She clutched his hand, and wondered if she should tell him the truth. But would that persuade him to change his mind, or just make him angry? She had been hesitating over that for a long time now. But he already looked as if he guessed part of the truth.

Arwydd was a shadow worshipper. She was one of the heretics from Malvern. The apprentice priestess, Teressa, had converted her to join her cult which worshipped the Shadow That Walked as a god. Now, with the coming of the new Shadow That Walked, Teressa had led her fellow worshippers out of Malvern to join him – Southerner or no Southerner. And if Arwydd had been in Malvern to hear the word, she may well have decided to go with them. 

But she loved Morgan, and how could she abandon him to join this man who had nearly been the death of him? 

‘He’s not our enemy,’ she murmured, almost without meaning to.

Morgan looked irritated.

‘He’s not an enemy to Northerners,’ said Arwydd. ‘He went to Malvern himself to rescue Teressa. She’s one of us.’

‘She’s a traitor,’ said Morgan.

‘She’s a Northerner,’ said Arwydd. ‘He’s not an enemy to Northerners, just the King.’

‘That’s enough, Arwydd,’ said Morgan. ‘He’s a Southerner, and he’s our enemy, and I don’t care about what the Night God thinks. He has to be stopped, and I’ll do it even if I die for it.’

After that, Arwydd didn’t dare say anything else. But later, when she went to pray alone, she found herself reliving the strange dream that had come to her before the conquest of New Eagleholm. She had seen the face of the great Arenadd, and seen it change to another face. The face of a Southerner with red hair. And it had given her that message that she whispered to herself now as she had many times before.

‘...Serve the Shadow That Walks.’

*
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Back in Monag, Red’s followers were preparing to leave. Lady Liantha had been asked to take charge since their goal was to recapture her city, and she had organised everyone into groups and begun the tedious process of sending them back to the mainland. Since Monag only owned two ships, it wasn’t possible for everyone to leave together, but Liantha, together with Red, Isleen, former guard commander Talmon, and others with experience and leadership skills, had made a plan that seemed viable. The attacking force would separate into two halves and, rather than slog through the thick forest that covered a good part of the southernmost end of the continent, they would travel around the continent and land on the east and west coasts. From there they would march upward and inward, going around the mountains. The griffiners would keep them in touch with each other until they met up at New Eagleholm. It would be a long march, but most likely faster than trying to drag their weapons and armour through dense undergrowth and then climb through a mountain range which may well still be occupied by hostile wild griffins. 

But Red was going in first. He’d explained that to the others, and resisted all efforts to persuade him otherwise. 

‘They’ve got some of ours locked up,’ he insisted. ‘We can’t let them be used as hostages, or get them caught up in the fighting. Kraego an’ me will go in first an’ get them out of there.’

‘But what if—?’ Liantha began.

‘Relax, we’ve done it half a dozen times before,’ said Red. He hadn’t told anyone about Ridley’s message; he didn’t need to have them all in his face reminding him that it was a trap. 

As the fastest travellers, he and Kraego would move back and forth between the two armies to keep an eye on them, and enter Eagleholm once they were in position and ready to strike. Everything would have to be properly timed but Red wasn’t expecting the occupiers of New Eagleholm to put up much of a fight. Once they had seen himself and Kraego, plenty of them would be too frightened to do much. Some might even turn traitor. Others had already done it, after all. 

The Northerners who had betrayed their King to come and follow him were coming too. Seeing their own people fighting on his side would help to demoralise the enemy, and anyway, Red wanted them to prove they were serious about following him. 

Many of them were unhappy about the idea of fighting their own people, but none had argued; they had turned traitor in the first place because they believed he was the avatar of the Night God – holy, and therefore always right. Red didn’t like it much, but followers were followers.

While the ships were being manned with the first two groups to go, Red went to see Teressa.

The heretic priestess was in her thirties, and as a priestess in training had converted many to follow her.  Given her upbringing, worshipping things must have been second nature to her anyway. But she must have been good at it; many of the people she had converted to join her cult were griffiners, some very high-placed in Malvern’s Eyrie. 

Red expected to find her praying, and he was right: she was in her temporary quarters with her grey-feathered partner Orak, holding the prayer stone she had made and murmuring over it.

Red didn’t interrupt her; he stayed in the doorway and waited. It took longer than he had expected, but nowadays he had discovered a new ability to stand still for long periods without getting tired or bored. 

He watched Orak shifting about and occasionally nibbling at a loose feather. Teressa had said that when she first met him, the purple-eyed griffin had been a cripple with a twisted foreleg. But when he and his new partner had gone to Amoran in search of Kraego, he had touched the massive skull of a dead serpent god and been healed. 

So Teressa had claimed. Red hadn’t seen it, but he had been there, and had felt the invisible blast of force from the skull that had knocked everyone over, himself included. He wouldn’t be seeing it again; by now it must be back in Erebus with its rightful owners, but it had shown him that there were stranger things in the world than he had ever suspected.

He watched Teressa as well. She was older than him, but he’d always thought she was much more naïve in some ways than a woman of her age should be. Her black hair was long, and like most Northerners she was tall and had narrow shoulders and hips. She wore the silver robe of a priestess, even though she had only ever been an apprentice and now would never be welcome back at the Temple where she had once lived.

Red’s fellow Southerners didn’t like her much, of course – not just because she was a Northerner, but because she was a traitor and everyone knew that traitors weren’t to be trusted, even by those who had benefitted from the betrayal. Her fellow Northerner traitors, though, seemed to adore her, and Red...Red liked her. He liked her more than he’d admitted to her, or anyone, in fact. 

She had come all the way to Amoran, looking for himself and Kraego, and had shown a lot of courage in doing so. She believed that her loyalty belonged to Arenadd, not his successor Caedmon, and she believed that finding Red and following him was what Arenadd wanted. Since then she had never let her loyalty waver, and had risked her life more than once for him.

But that wasn’t why Red liked her. The thing he liked her for was what she showed when she turned around and saw him there – or, rather, what she did not show.

She smiled. ‘Red. Hello.’

Red smiled back. ‘Prayin’ for good luck?’

‘Aye, I am,’ she said. She came towards him while she spoke in her lilting Northern accent, and touched him lightly on the arm. ‘I decided I wouldn’t pray so much after...well, I decided not to. But sometimes prayer is what everyone needs. I know all ye Southerners went to yer own Temple to pray a few days back, and that’s what ye should be doing now. I felt the same need, but there’s no Temple here for me.’ She patted her pocket where the prayer stone sat, and smiled. ‘I carry my Temple with me wherever I go.’

Red chuckled roughly. ‘A portable temple, eh? It’s a good idea. I was thinkin’ we should talk a bit before we head off. Want to go for a walk?’

‘I’d be honoured,’ said Teressa. ‘Orak?’

The grey griffin stirred. ‘I shall follow you, in case there is danger.’ He had become very protective of his partner, not just because she was surrounded by potentially hostile Southerners, but also because she had nearly been killed in Malvern and that had made him nervous. He looked at Red. ‘Where is Kraego?’

‘Not far,’ said Red. ‘He’ll probably join us once we go outside. C’mon, Teressa.’

The two of them left together, walking down the inside of the Eyrie towards the ground floor. 

‘Y’know, us Southerners have portable Temples too,’ said Red. ‘Never seen one, but I’ve heard the priests keep these mini altars made out of wood, an’ a special tent an’ everything all packed up ready. So when one of our armies goes out in the field a priest goes along, an’ brings all of that so he can set up a temporary Temple whenever they make camp. Soldiers got a lot to pray about, an’ someone’s gotta do the rites for the dead.’

Teressa fell into step beside him. ‘That’s a good idea. Our people haven’t had Temples at all for very long though. We worshipped in the open air until Arenadd took Malvern and made Saeddryn High Priestess. She built the first Temple. Ye saw it yerself.’

‘I did.’ Red nodded grimly – Teressa had been arrested for blasphemy and nearly used as the sacrifice for the Blood Moon. Red had rescued her, and accidentally performed the sacrifice himself by stabbing the new High Priestess to death over the altar. 

‘It’s a shame ye couldn’t see it properly,’ said Teressa. ‘It’s a beautiful place. I grew up in it.’ She looked sad. ‘I knew I was going to miss it when I left.’

‘Just like I miss Liranwee,’ Red sighed. ‘But before you had Temples, you had them stone circles, right?’

‘We did, and we built one inside the Temple as well,’ said Teressa. ‘The real ones are much smaller, though.’

‘It’d be easy to make a stone circle while you was travelling,’ Red joked. ‘If you didn’t mind about it bein’ tiny.’

Teressa smiled. ‘I know for a fact that Saeddryn did just that after she became the Shadow That Walks.’

‘How d’you know?’ asked Red.

‘She told me.’

Red stopped and stared at her. ‘What? She told you? You mean you met her?’

‘Aye, I did,’ said Teressa. ‘She came to Malvern, ye see, after the half-breed had her killed and the Mighty Skandar brought her back the way he had done for Arenadd. She snuck in just as ye did, and persuaded people to join her side, and Caedmon’s. Of course since she’d been High Priestess, we priestesses were some of the first she spoke to. I was already worshipping Arenadd in secret, but I didn’t see what I could do to help her. I was afraid of what might happen to me. But—,’ she smiled again, with open pride. ‘But I can say this now. There have been three Shadows That Walk in all of recorded history, and I’ve met all of them. The first blessed me, the second inspired me, and the third led me.’

Red had to smile back. ‘It’s no wonder you got people t’follow you when you can come up with that sort of thing on the spot!’

Teressa laughed. ‘I’ve always had a knack for it. If we Northerners had holy books, I could try and write one.’

‘Maybe you should,’ said Red. 

They reached the bottom of the Eyrie and passed out into the open air, setting out in no particular direction.

‘Now then,’ Teressa said unexpectedly. ‘Why did ye come to see me?’

The question caught him by surprise, and he stumbled a little before he came up with an answer. ‘I wanted to go over the plan with you an’ make sure you had it all down. After all, you’re gonna be leading the other Northerners.’

‘Ye want me to fight?’ Teressa sounded surprised.

‘Well, no,’ Red said awkwardly. ‘You ain’t trained for it. But you’ll be leadin’ them from the back, like. You know, inspiring them. We both know yer good at that!’

‘I’ll do my best,’ said Teressa. ‘But...’

‘But what?’

She looked nervous. ‘There’s something I wanted to tell ye. I’ve been thinking of it since ye rescued me from Malvern, but—,’

Red tensed slightly. ‘But?’

‘Never mind. Ye see, I got myself into trouble there,’ said Teressa. ‘I got caught, I needed to be saved like some fragile little princess out of a story. I was a coward.’

‘Stop that,’ said Red. ‘Don’t you dare call yerself a coward. For gods’ sakes, Teressa. I’ve been locked up too. I was nearly killed by my own people as well. My best friend Ranulf, my old partner, hauled me off to prison! An’ I’m the one who got sold to Amoran like a piece of meat. There’s nothing cowardly about bein’ overpowered.’

‘But ye got yerself out of all that!’ said Teressa. ‘Nobody rescued ye.’

‘It was all luck,’ Red said dismissively. ‘Anyway, I’m a fighter. You ain’t.’

Teressa did not look reassured. ‘That’s the point, Red. That’s what I mean. I’ve done all I can for ye so far by finding ye in Amoran and bringing the others to follow ye. But now I want to do more. What ye need now are fighters.’

‘You mean you want to be a fighter now?’ said Red, nonplussed.

‘I do,’ said Teressa. ‘I let ye down before, and I want to make up for it.’

Red shook his head – this woman was unbelievable. 

Teressa saw him do it, and got the wrong idea. ‘What, ye don’t think I can fight?’ she snapped. ‘I’m a Northerner, remember? Every Northerner is a warrior at heart, that’s what we’re all told when we’re little. Be a carter or a baker or a stableboy, but underneath ye are a warrior, and ye can always call on it when ye need to.’ She stuck her chin out fiercely.

Red forced himself not to laugh at her. ‘That ain’t what I meant! I’m just amazed.’

‘By what?’ asked Teressa, still defensive.

‘By you!’ said Red. He gave her an admiring look. ‘I can’t believe you reckon you’re a coward after all the things you’ve done.’

‘Well...’ Teressa looked pleasantly embarrassed. 

Red decided to go ahead and tell her. It could only be helpful to her to know it. ‘You know what I like about you?’ he said.

‘What?’ She listened intently.

They were walking through Monag’s only town now, and Red waved an arm to indicate everyone in it. ‘There’s so many people here on this island with us,’ he said. ‘An’ out of all of them, you’re the only one who never looks scared of me. Even the other worshippers what came back here with you are scared, but you ain’t. You’ve only ever looked scared of me once since I’ve known you, an’ that was when I was about to kill you in Amoran.’ He paused. ‘An’ that was when I was alive.’

Teressa blushed. ‘Well, that was – I mean...’

‘Are you afraid of me?’ asked Red, unable to stop himself.

‘No,’ said Teressa. 

‘Why not?’

‘Because I know yer on my side,’ she said. ‘I knew it before ye saved my life.’

‘Everyone else here knows it too, but that doesn’t change things,’ said Red. He sighed. ‘I can see it in all of them. Even Liantha, who I’ve known since I was a boy. Even Ranulf. They try an’ act normal, but all the time there’s this...I dunno, hesitation. I can always see it. I...’ he trailed off.

‘What?’ asked Teressa.

‘I can smell fear,’ said Red. ‘Sense it, kind of. It’s like I’m always searching for it now. I can’t help it. It’s there on everyone, like a shadow. But not you. Never with you. So I’m damned if I’m ever calling you a coward, Teressa.’

They walked in silence for a little while.

‘Do ye know,’ said Teressa, ‘I think that’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.’

‘You’re welcome,’ said Red. ‘But if you really want to try yer hand at fighting, go ahead. Just stay close to Orak so he can protect you.’

‘I agree,’ Orak said unexpectedly. He flexed his healed foreclaw. ‘I am a griffin, and we too are born to fight. I have never had the strength before now, but now I do, and I am ready.’ He hissed. ‘I did not want to be left out of this fight for Eagleholm, and I shall not be. If you wish to fight, Teressa, come and fight beside me. As your master has said, I shall protect you.’

‘Settled, then,’ said Red. ‘An’ once I’ve gotten the others out of the city, I’ll come back to help out. I’ll find you an’ stay close by in case you need me.’

‘No,’ said Teressa, with sudden ferocity.

Red blinked. ‘What?’

‘Don’t help me. I want to show I can do this,’ said the Northerner. ‘Don’t ye see what I meant? I want to show I’m strong by fighting without needing help or protection except from Orak. He’s my partner. But I’m not so precious that I need protection, and ye are too important to waste time watching over me. Let me fight alone, and if I die, so be it.’

Red looked at her with open astonishment. ‘Seriously?’

‘Yes,’ said Teressa. She smiled. ‘Trust me.’

‘I will, then,’ said Red. ‘If that’s what you want. But you don’t have to die to prove you can fight.’

‘I’m not planning to,’ said Teressa. She softened. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘It’s fine,’ said Red. ‘I just don’t want you to go doing something you shouldn’t for the sake of pride. ’Cause trust me – once you’ve been a slave you know how cheap pride really is.’

‘I understand,’ said Teressa. 

‘It will be fine,’ said Orak. ‘I have never fought either, so we shall prove ourselves together.’

‘Yeah...’ Red shifted uneasily. ‘Teressa, listen. There’s somethin’ else I wanted to say, an’ it’s important.’

‘Yes?’

‘If anything happens to me,’ he said. ‘If I’m caught, or lost or somethin’...’

‘Yes?’ said Teressa.

‘If that happens, Liantha will be in charge,’ said Red. ‘I’ve told her that. Isleen an’ Alaric will help her out. But without me, I can’t promise you an’ the other Northerners will be safe. You’ll have nothing to follow. So if that happens, you should go. Get yerselves out of this mess before things turn ugly. Don’t try an’ fight for a lost cause. Just take the others an’ go.’

Teressa looked grim. ‘No, Red,’ she said. 

‘Yes, Teressa. I don’t want any of you to die just because—-,’

‘No,’ she said again. She stopped walking and faced him without fear. ‘We’re Northerners. We don’t run away. If something does happen to ye, then this is what I’ll do, and ye have it on my honour as a woman of the North. If ye are lost then I won’t rest. I won’t stop. I’ll do everything in my power to find ye and bring ye back. And I will not run.’

There was so much vehemence in her face and voice, and so much determination, that Red didn’t dare argue. But in that moment he found himself fighting down a very different urge. Just then, while she faced him so proudly, he wanted to reach out and touch her. 

He didn’t move.

‘All right then,’ he said softly, and afterwards, for the rest of that day, and the rest of that week, and long after that, he couldn’t help but feel honoured, and humbled, that he had ever been able to inspire such powerful loyalty in anyone. 

It made him wonder whether it would be better to avoid whatever trap Morgan had waiting for him, but something stronger pulled him onward. Because however much he dreaded the thought of leaving Teressa behind, if something did happen to him, he could not fight the urge that had been in him ever since he had been brought back to life. It was a hunger even stronger than the endless desire to kill, and one he knew had always driven the Shadow That Walks – revenge.

Chapter Three

Cursed Eagleholm

The march to Eagleholm went off more smoothly than Red had expected; as planned the two ships each made several trips, until both halves of the army were ashore. Red and Kraego went last, once Red had taken time to thank Lady Merca, the eccentric Monag Eyrie Mistress, and promised her that her help wouldn’t be forgotten after the war was over. 

‘I don’t mind it so long as ya don’t come back eating all the produce!’ was all the old lady had to say by way of reply. 

There weren’t many young griffiners in Monag but, out of those, a handful had decided to join up with Red’s army. They helped make his already mixed group even more motley with their odd woollen clothes and peculiar accents. The people of Monag had been all but cut off from the mainland for a long time and, up until he had gone there himself, Red hadn’t even known there was anyone living on the half wild island, which some people referred to as “The Isle of Hags” for reasons no-one seemed to remember – old stories about witches, maybe.  

He and Kraego didn’t take a ship, but flew to the mainland together. It wasn’t far to go, and even though Kraego had more growing to do and would ultimately become even larger than he was now, he was already a powerful flier. 

Red enjoyed the sensation of flying with his partner again. It was good, too, to be alone together again. Talking in the air wasn’t really practical, but that was all right. Just being with Kraego was pleasant enough. The two of them had always been close – or as close as anyone really could be with a creature as unemotional as a griffin. They’d grown up together, more or less; when Red was a boy he had been there to witness Kraego’s hatching, and since the griffin chick hadn’t had any siblings Red had been something of a brother to him. They’d played together, and travelled together until they had to part ways, and neither of them had forgotten the other.

But now it was different. Kraego wasn’t dead, but he could still use the shadows as Red did, and when Red was near him he could sense the power inside the giant griffin. Everyone could sense the dark power in himself, and in Kraego as well, and it made them uneasy. For Red, though, it made him feel good. Kraego’s presence soothed him and reminded him that he wasn’t alone. 

Once they reached the mainland, Kraego landed on the beach to rest. Griffins weren’t made to fly long distances, and needed to stop every so often, especially if they were carrying someone.

Red slid off his back and walked around on the sand to stretch his legs. ‘Are we gonna use the shadows to get to the others fast?’

‘Yes.’ Kraego stretched luxuriously, like a cat, finishing with a shake of his wings and a flick of his tail. ‘It is good that we can do it together now.’

‘Yeah.’ Kraego had taken them both through the shadows before, when Red was still alive, but living people weren’t meant to be in the shadows. It sapped their life force and could make them ill or even kill them.

‘We shall take New Eagleholm, and do it easily,’ said Kraego, confident as always. ‘I have no fear of this griffin Eck-hoo who rules it now. He is cunning, but weak.’

‘Yeah, well, I’d say the same about Morgan but that doesn’t mean I’m lookin’ forward to meeting him again,’ said Red. ‘I got a bad feeling about it, Kraego.’

‘Why?’ the griffin asked tersely. ‘You are Kraeai kran ae. No mortal human can kill you.’

‘But they can still hurt me,’ said Red. ‘I don’t trust that Morgan. He wouldn’t try an’ lure me in if he didn’t have somethin’ up his sleeve.’

‘If you are worried about this trap he must have prepared, then use the shadows,’ said Kraego. ‘Stay hidden and kill him from behind, before he has the chance to even know you are there.’

‘Yeah.’ Red had already planned to do that. ‘I’m sure it’ll be fine.’

‘And I shall be there,’ said Kraego. He stretched again. ‘Once we have taken Eagleholm, I think we should move on quickly, before our enemies have the chance to strike back.’

‘Agreed,’ said Red. ‘If the King’s still in Liranwee, that’s where we should go. It’s a straight shot from New Eagleholm.’

‘We shall go there and steal his son as planned,’ said Kraego. ‘Then we will have a hostage and we can force Shar’s human to surrender.’

Red nodded. They had long ago decided that it would be best to strike at whatever city the King was in – most likely Liranwee, which he had decided to make his new capital. The quicker this was over, the better. 

But first...Eagleholm.

Red felt a shiver of cold anticipation move over his skin. ‘Let’s get goin’,’ he said. 

*
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After that he and Kraego were constantly on the move, travelling back and forth from group to group, keeping an eye on everyone, bringing messages and scouting out the land ahead. They used the shadows, which allowed them to travel unseen and much faster than anyone else, and with them and other, ordinary griffins helping, the journey passed without any major problems and faster than they had first thought. 

Finally, after several weeks of marching, they were on the open plains around New Eagleholm, with the Coppertop Mountains behind them and the city within a day’s march. Red, Kraego, and the other leaders of the resistance came together for a last meeting the night before the advance on the city began.

Talmon, the former commander of Liranwee’s city guard, had been put in charge of one half of the army with Ranulf, Elthan, and several other former guards as his immediate subordinates. The other army was commanded by Lady Liantha, backed up by a group of other experienced guards, with Isleen and Alaric as advisors. Teressa and the Northerners were with this group.

All of them were at the meeting, which took place in a small camp Red had put up for them, and all listened while Red spoke first.

‘I don’t like this,’ he said. ‘It’s too quiet. Kraego an’ me scouted out the city as you know, an’ there’s hardly anyone there. Foot troops an’ a handful of griffiners, an’ that’s it. I think they’re tryin’ to get us off our guard. Make us think it’s gonna be an easy victory.’

‘But it will be, if that’s all we’re up against,’ said Talmon. ‘We outnumber them, and most likely the Southerners left in the city will help us once they realise what’s going on. Unless they’re hiding more troops in the mountains?’

Red shook his head. ‘We thought of that, an’ we searched ’em. There’s nothing. They’ve got no backup, nobody nearby to come running when they need it. I dunno what they’re playing at.’

‘Maybe they’re overconfident,’ said Liantha. ‘Assuming that since they had an easy victory when they took the city, there isn’t any serious resistance in these parts. They could be excused for thinking it.’

‘That could be true,’ said Isleen. ‘This Morgan is a spy, not a military commander.’

Red frowned while he thought it over. ‘It could be that. But there’s another possibility.’

‘What’s that, Captain?’ asked Talmon. 

‘That it’s a trap,’ said Red.

‘But we’ve already established that they don’t
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