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THE
DAMNED
KING

A snicker of stone against stone made him look up.

They’d been waiting.

Thakhati fell from the building like spiders descending on a kill.

“Gaoth!” Aranok instinctively used a burst of air to throw them back up and away. There were too many. Ten, twelve... more. Like rain.

“Run!”

They landed everywhere. One to Aranok’s right and he pushed it away with gluais. Another running toward them from the wall. Where had that come from? Aranok grabbed hold of it and Allandria speared its mouth, withdrawing her blade and turning to fend off another from behind her. Aranok grabbed that one too, and Allandria dispatched it.

Wait. Where was Keft?

Fuck!
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Never give up hope. When we lose hope, they win.
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A STORY OF A
BITTER CROWN . . .

I sit back down and place the old boy’s mug in front of him, a dribble of foam sliding down the side. His eyes glint with a mix of excitement and intoxication. He’s less careful now. Less fearful. The beer has bolstered him. He’s forgotten that he should be scared.

“Slàinte mhath.” He raises the drink and knocks it gently against my own before dousing his dirty moustache in foam.

He’s yet to tell me his name, I realise. And it’s too late to ask. We’ve been chatting for too long. Asking would be awkward. Forced. Suspicious. So I leave it. He’ll tell me or he won’t. It doesn’t matter.

Having knocked back at least half the mug in one drawn-out swallow, he clunks the mug back down and smiles gratefully. “So, where were we?” His eyes go to the dark ceiling as if looking for a record of all he’s told me so far. “Aranok, Allandria, Samily and Mynygogg had to get out of Dun Eidyn, right? But Auldun was still full of Dead and Aranok had made a mess of the Crosscauseway to hold them off when they were fighting the big lizard demon the night before.

“So Aranok—’cause he’s got his memory back proper now—he uses his magic to pull a whole new bridge out the water! Just grows it right from the mud at the bottom of the Nor Loch! Can you imagine?” He raises his arms reverentially, eyes wide, as if seeing the thing happen in my place. “Something, right?”

“Something,” I agree, and lift my drink.

“So they get to Auldun, but the Crosscauseway gets wrecked in the process, ’cause the new bridge unsettled the ground, like. That’s why it collapsed. Nowt to do wi’ age, like they say.” He says the last sentence in a dramatic hush, as though revealing a great secret. But I’ve seen Auldun. Seen the destruction, and what’s been made of it. I’ve heard more stories about what happened there than I can count, including variations on this one. When I don’t offer him the wonder he’s hoping for, he seems to take it as a challenge.

“Now, they’re in a hurry to get back to Traverlyn, since Rasa was going there before going to Janaeus, and if she does that, he’ll ken they’ve been snooping into things and . . .” He opens his hands, as if the threat is clear.

“So they make it out of Auldun, find their horses back at the White Hart and ride. Hard. Barely sleeping; chased by demons. They make it in a few days. But too late.

“Rasa and Meristan—who’s no a monk, by the way, but a White Thorn; the White Thorn, only he doesnae ken it—have ridden off for Haven that morning. So they sort out a few folk’s memories—mainly Nirea’s, who it turns out is no just an old pirate, but the queen.”

A long pause and he takes another drink. He wants to see my astonishment. I raise an eyebrow, frown and nod slowly. The couple to our right are deep in conversation about the price of meat. Complaining. The man lowers his voice when he realises we’ve stopped speaking. Glances at us uncomfortably. The old boy’s oblivious. Licks his teeth, preparing for what’s coming.

“They also get one of Aranok’s old masters: Balaban, who helped them before, aye? And he works out who must’ve killed Conifax, because there’s a master called Rotan, who isnae a master at all! So they chuck him in the gaol.” He leans in and says the next bit under his breath. “Though Aranok would have killed him, given the chance. Right?”

“I can see that,” I agree. He smiles. Leans back. Eyes now roam the room, but not in a suspicious way. Like he’s just . . . sizing up the place. As if it belongs to him, and all these folk are his guests.

“Anyway, they’re in a hurry to get after the others, but they’re knackered, so they also get the principal of the university, Keft, who’s an energy draoidh. He gives Aranok and Samily the energy to keep on.

“Now, up ahead, Meristan and Rasa arrive at Lestalric, because, see, before they left, your boy Rotan had slipped them a letter—said it was from Keft—to deliver to the Baroness de Lestalric on their way to the Nor Loch ferry. Course, it wasnae that at all.

“Truth was, the baroness was Shayella, the necromancer from the Hellfire Club, who’d been fighting the war with Janaeus and Anhel Weyr. Meristan wakes up in the night and finds Rasa’s missing, and when he goes searching for her, he finds Shayella in the basement, wi’ her daughter—who’s Dead. Like, no dead dead, y’know: Dead. Not dead. And they’ve got the old messenger, Darginn Argyll, strapped to a board wi’ his legs cut off.”

His face turns serious. Grave. As if he’s not sure he can say what’s coming next. But the hesitation passes quickly. “She’d been feeding him to the girl. Keep her from rotting. Did you know that was a thing they could do?”

“I didn’t,” I answer. And I feel a moment of repulsion. It’s not just blasphemous, but . . . inhuman. If it’s true.

“Aye. But thankfully, Aranok and Samily had a warning about all this, from a wee stable boy back in Traverlyn. So him and Samily show up and between the three of them—after Aranok gives Meristan his memory back—they kill a load of Dead and take Shayella and her daughter. They find Rasa inside one o’ them Thakhati cocoons, and Samily turns her body back to normal, but she doesnae wake up. Oh, and Samily also heals the messenger! But . . . the boy’s a mess up here.” He taps his head. Nods knowingly.

“Next day, they all head back to Traverlyn, and on the way, Aranok gets a story out of Shayella. Turns out she went bad after some local bairns drowned her daughter for being a ‘witch,’ which she wasnae. Her ma was draoidh, but no her. Drowned her. And nothing came of it. I mean, what could they do? Gaol a bunch of kids? Or their parents? But that drove her mad, see. Losing her wee girl like that. Which is why she brought her back. And for a’ that, she started the Blackening. Used to live in Lepertoun, see? Started it there.

“So all that means that suddenly Aranok’s protecting her, right? ’Cause he feels guilty about her daughter dying, and him and Mynygogg not having done enough to change things for draoidhs. Which means, when they get back to Traverlyn . . .” A dramatic pause, as if he wants me to finish his sentence. “Massive fight. Aranok, Allandria, Mynygogg and Nirea all get into it, ’cause Aranok says he won’t let them kill her, and Mynygogg says they should do, just for what she’s done, but also because it might cure the Blackening—though they’re no sure about that.

“In the end, Allandria takes Aranok’s side despite the fact Nirea’s asked her to be the new queen’s envoy. It’s a mess. But they work it out. Aranok insists he can get the heart of devastation off Janaeus if he pretends to still be under the spell, and Mynygogg sends Nirea with him. They also take a master called Dialla, who’s another energy draoidh, and Darginn Argyll, who’s from Haven.

“At the same time, Mynygogg and Allandria head for the Reiver Lands, ’cause the king reckons they need peace with the Reiver council to stop that becoming another war. Meristan travels with them, ’cause he’s going to Baile Airneach to get the White Thorns onside. And Samily’s remembered that a landlord in Dail Ruigh said something about a memory draoidh, so she and Rasa, who they sorted out with the help of another master, go to look for them.”

He stops for another large drink and takes a deep breath as if steeling himself before diving in again. As he does, I realise the couple at the next table haven’t spoken a word to each other in a while. She gives him a surreptitious look. They’ve been listening. Do I need to worry about that? If they suddenly get up to leave, maybe we need to do something. For the moment, I let the old boy carry on.

“So, I’ll take them one at a time, right?”

I nod. “Sensible.”

“Aranok and his lot get to Greytoun in the middle of a big party for the lairds, and on the way in, he manages to clear the memory of the head of the kingsguard, boy called Leondar, who’s out guarding the gate for some reason. Aranok, Nirea and Dialla go into the party, and Aranok gets Janaeus alone. He’s all for pretending he’s under the spell still, but Janaeus already knows he’s not. He’s figured it out. But turns out, he was actually trying to be helpful by stopping the war, and somehow Aranok convinces him to help put everything back. Because the big news is . . . the relic’s gone. After using it, Janaeus says he destroyed it—chucked it in the sea. So they can’t use that to clear everyone’s memories. But still, Aranok’s got Janaeus on their side.

“Except, when he goes back out, Nirea doesnae believe him. Or at least, she doesnae believe Janaeus. And she and Mynygogg had their own plan. She orders Dialla to kill Janaeus. Which she does, right there in the room. And, well . . . that goes straight to Hell. Absolute shitstorm. Massive fight. Couple of draoidhs, loads of demon guards, because Anhel Weyr’s in the castle too. Several folk killed, but the three of them get away with help from Leondar. They run back to Darginn Argyll’s house—where Aranok lays into Nirea for killing Janaeus. She says Janaeus was probably lying, and he’s already sent them into a trap that killed Glorbad. They’re properly at each other’s throats.

“But before they run from Haven, ’cause every guard in the town’s after them now, Aranok reckons they have to try to get the head messenger onside. So three of them—Aranok, Nirea and Darginn—go to see Madu at Havenport. And they tell her everything. But . . .”

Another raised finger. A new reveal is coming.

“That’s a mistake. Because she’s been working with Janaeus! And she tricks them into giving up their only memory charm, which she chucks in the sea. Then she tells them that if she dies, she’s got contracts with assassins that’ll kill folk they love!” He opens his hands, eyes wide. “What do they do?

“Turns out, they don’t get a choice, because when Darginn realises she sent him to Shayella, knowing what would happen to him, he goes mental and all but cuts off her head.

“So they run from Haven, along with Darginn’s whole family. Nirea agrees to take them all back to Traverlyn, except Aranok insists he’s going to Mournside to warn his family. Now they’re properly in the shite, right? Because they’ve not got the relic or a memory charm. So on the way home, Aranok literally digs up his old friend Korvin to get the charm he was buried with.” Another deep breath, and he lets it out slowly to demonstrate how dramatic I should find that. In fairness, it sounds bloody awful.

“Anyway, that means when he gets back to his folks, he can not only warn them about these assassins, but clear their memories too. And his mum’s fine, but his dad—doesnae go well. Refuses to believe Aranok. Reckons he’s the one under a spell, right? And when Aranok just forces the charm on him, he goes mental. Chucks Aranok out the house, the whole lot.

“As it happens, there’s a messenger setting up in Mourning Square. He announces that Anhel Weyr has taken the throne and blamed Aranok for killing Janaeus, along with every laird at that party—who somehow ended up burned to death.”

He’s implying King Anhel Weyr murdered the Lairds’ Council. I glance right. The couple still aren’t talking.

“So Aranok realises things are even worse than he thought, and heads back for Traverlyn. So that’s that story. The others are shorter.”

I sincerely hope so.

“First of all, Mynygogg, Allandria and Meristan run into a fight between soldiers and some Reiver spies on the way south. They try to intervene, but it goes to Hell anyway, and folk die on both sides. But Meristan has stood with the Reivers, along with another Thorn that was originally with the soldiers, and that’s a problem. So the two of them ride off for Baile Airneach in a hurry. And ’cause they helped them, the Reivers agree to take Allandria and Mynygogg to Calcheugh, to see the Reiver council. When they get there, though, it’s no a meeting that’s waiting for them, but a trial! Mynygogg’s to be tried for breaking their peace treaty. In the end, the council votes three to three, meaning trial by combat. But when Mynygogg offers to sacrifice himself to prevent any more killing, the council chief changes his mind and agrees to give Mynygogg a chance to take back Eidyn.

“Meanwhile, Meristan gets back to Baile Airneach and manages to somehow convince them he’s not just a monk, but while he’s there, a load of soldiers show up from Gardille, intent on arresting them. Meristan tells them that he’s on a secret mission from the king—though he doesnae say which king.” The old boy gives a sly wink. “So the general leaves, saying he’ll be back if that’s no true. Meristan sends folk out to gather other Thorns, so he can take as many as he can back to Traverlyn before the general finds out he’s no exactly telling the truth and comes back!

“And finally . . . Samily and Rasa. They manage to track down the memory draoidh in Dail Ruigh eventually—a woman called Quellaria. She doesnae want to help, but they basically tie her up and force her to come with them.”

He sits back and stretches, as if he’s been wrestling this mad tale from his chest, and his shoulders have taken the strain. I’ve all but lost track of half of it, and I’m more concerned with the couple next to us. I’m going to have to deal with them. Just need to decide how. And when. After the old boy lets out a creak like a rusty well handle, he settles in and slugs back another big gulp of beer. A raised eyebrow tells me it’s almost time for another. But first, he launches back into the story.

“So everyone’s headed back for Traverlyn. Nirea gets there first, followed by Aranok. When he arrives . . . massive fight. He’s still angry; she’s not budging. Then Mynygogg and Allandria get back and there’s more arguing about what to do with Shayella. Aranok’s adamant they can’t kill her. Then Samily and Rasa get back and . . . it gets proper messy. Because they’ve discovered that the Thakhati outside Traverlyn have been turning the Blackened into more Thakhati. And Samily is not happy they let that happen. So she goes to kill Shayella herself, but Aranok arrives just as she does it, and he attacks her! Samily beats him using her time skill but cuts off his hands in the process. Then Allandria shows up, makes her restore Aranok’s hands and takes him off. He’s an absolute mess.

“Good news, though: Killing Shayella has ended the Blackening! That’s how it really went away.

“But Samily’s been reminded of all the Blackened on the Auld Road that now need help, and of course, there’s Vastin, who’s been in the hospital all along! Thanks to a neat trick Master Balaban cooks up, they manage to transfer the curse from Morienne—the woman from Lepertoun—to Samily, making her immune to the Blackening, so she can heal Vastin and all the other Blackened. So she heads off to do that with Morienne and Dialla.

“But then, another twist.” The last drops of beer are drained, and the hollow thunk of the empty mug back on the table is a little louder than before. He licks his lips clean, wipes his beard with the back of his hand. “While Aranok’s laid up, guards report that Rotan, the boy who killed Conifax, has been murdered—by Aranok! Allandria and Mynygogg talk to him, and Aranok realises what must have happened: Anhel Weyr’s got an illusionist assassin in Traverlyn!

“Now, here’s the important thing. The only reason Traverlyn’s been safe from the Thakhati—’cause they die in sunlight, right?—is this giant sphere on top of Traverlyn Kirk that Conifax had set up to store sun all day and let it out at night. Sunspire, they called it. Since Conifax died and Aranok was away, a wee student had been keeping it going, and, well, guess who else had been killed by the assassin?

“And it’s getting dark.”

He slaps his hands down on the table, and seems to surprise himself with the bang. The woman beside us chokes on a giggle and the man urgently picks up his drink to hide a smile.

It is a problem.

The old boy looks about and hunches forward, leaning on crossed arms. He probably thinks he’s whispering when he says:

“You surely want to hear the rest now, right?”




CHAPTER 1

It began in silence.

The whisper of a crackling fire. The hush of the twilight breeze. The hammer of Aranok’s heart.

They waited in the vast, heavy quiet of inevitability.

No words of camaraderie. No encouraging smiles.

Just the coming dark.

Traverlyn was not made for a siege. Its people were academics, medics, artists and musicians. Many were elderly, or young. The bulk of the population were still hurriedly evacuating to inns, the hospital or the university. Anywhere they could huddle together against the horror.

But what they had were draoidhs.

Aranok, Keft, Opiassa, Macwin and a few other masters, as well as some senior students. Three more physic draoidhs. Six more nature.

Aranok’s skin itched with the energy boost Keft had given him to burn the opium out of his system. He clenched and unclenched fists, shuffled from foot to foot. Allandria put a calming hand on his arm. With an illusionist assassin in Traverlyn, he wasn’t letting her out of his sight.

But there was no conversation. No easy banter. Nothing to say.

Hells, how they could have done with Dialla, Samily and Rasa. But there was every chance that was why Anhel’s assassin had struck. Because they were gone. Because Aranok was crippled.

They’d discussed, in the bare twilight hours, mounting a major defence here at the southern road into town—of summoning the Guard, digging a pit, setting shield walls. None of it would have worked. The Thakhati would not fight like an army. They were a swarm. They would come from every angle. Hunt like wolves. They could handle a few. Small numbers. But if what Rasa had told Mynygogg was right, that there were hundreds, maybe thousands, waiting in the trees . . .

They’d harvested the Blackened. He didn’t have time to think on that now. How all those people he’d thought waiting to be saved were gone. How Shay’s death had meant nothing for them. They were already lost.

The nature draoidhs could try to keep them out, using the natural wall that surrounded the town to hold and entrap them, but there weren’t enough of them to defend the whole perimeter. That too was a doomed strategy.

Instead, the Guard were sent to organise the evacuation. Get everyone off the streets. Lamplighters were roused for the first time in weeks, asked to set not only torches, but bonfires anywhere they could be made. They needed as much light, as much flame as the town could muster. As much energy.

Their only hope was not to win, but to survive. Come morning, come sunrise, the Thakhati would be forced back into cocoons. But standing there, watching the last of the purple sky fade to black, morning felt like another country.

When the last light dipped below the horizon, the chattering began. Like stone screaming in hunger. Like death.

“Are we really doing this?” Allandria whispered.

“We are.” Aranok tried to sound reassuring. The truth was, some of the fourteen gathered on that little hillock would be dead by sunup. But this tactic, mad as it had sounded when he’d come up with it, was going to give them their best chance. “Everybody ready?”

Keft’s face was ashen, but he nodded silently, staring across the open field.

“As I’ll ever be,” said Macwin, with a smile that seemed a little too genuine. Others made noises of agreement. Opiassa slapped one of her giant pauldrons. The physic draoidhs stood at least seven foot tall and about as wide, each carrying a war hammer too large for any normal human to bear. They, at least, were prepared for battle. Opiassa took her role as head of security seriously. Apparently, she’d had the outsize armour and weapons forged during the Hellfire War. It glinted in the firelight like virgin snow.

They were ready. They had to be.

Aranok turned to Macwin. “All right. Let them in.”

The nature draoidh raised his arms, and the enormous wall of trees, bushes and vines parted like a theatrical curtain, exposing a pitch-black void. For a moment, the chattering slowed—curious. Wary.

Then it burst to a crescendo as a wave of grey claws came shrieking through the gap.

My God.

“Draw them in, but keep them back!” Aranok already needed to shout over the havoc.

Allandria nocked an arrow. “That makes no sense.”

“I know.”

Two new walls of trees grew toward them on either side of the Thakhati horde, funnelling them toward the draoidhs. It only served to heighten their frenzy. Aranok felt his guts twist in horror as they came roaring across the grass. Nobody could stand in the face of that carnage and not feel their certainty shudder beneath them. They had to slow but not stop the flood.

“Sgàineadh!” Aranok raised his arms wide as a trench opened before them and Thakhati poured in.

Screeching, furious, they rolled into the pit, clambering over each other to reach their prey. One crawled up over the edge and was met with a blow from a war hammer that all but took its head off. It sunk back into the morass, which only increased in frenzy as they ripped the wounded demon apart. Another breached the lip and got the same. Several were trying to climb the tree walls now, but vines twisted and contorted to hold them down. Still they poured through the gate. Easily hundreds. Could already be a thousand. Rasa hadn’t exaggerated.

The pit was filling. In moments, they’d start pouring out and into the town.

“Keft! Now!” Aranok called.

A burst of energy from the principal punched the Thakhati back, shattering them into each other. They tussled amongst themselves briefly, paused and came again.

“Balla na talamh!” The near edge of the pit rose from the earth, trapping those trying to climb out. For now.

“Opiassa!” Aranok pointed to each side. The four physic draoidhs split, each pair taking a side to patrol against Thakhati making it out of the pit.

Allandria pointed to the gate in the natural wall. “Fucking Hell, they’re still coming.”

They were. And they needed all of them. But God in Hell, they weren’t slowing.

The morass closed in again, pushed by the sheer pressure of numbers. They were in less of a hurry, but still they came, grating, snarling.

A cry, from somewhere in the middle. High-pitched. Painful enough it made Aranok lift his hands to his ears. And they all stopped. No more frenzy. Barely a sound at all beyond the scrape of their skin against itself. They crouched, all down on their six limbs, except one.

One stood proud of the simmering fury, upper arms raised. A leader? They’d seen behaviour like this before, but not on this scale.

“Does that look like . . . ?” Allandria left the question hanging.

“A general,” Aranok finished. “Creag.” He tore a chunk of rock from the wall and hurled it at the leader. The monster screamed again and a wave of Thakhati raised before him, taking the hit—crushed under it.

Fuck.

The general lifted its arms wide. Another screech—and the horde parted like liquid. They made en masse for the side trees, clambering up the new walls that penned them in.

“Envoy!” Macwin called. “We can’t hold them all!”

He was right. They were beginning to break over the pit wall too. Opiassa’s physics were in danger of being overrun. It had to be now.

“Right. Stand close.” The others pulled in tight around him. “Colbh talmhainn.” A pillar of earth rose beneath them, lifting them up just as a pair of Thakhati were scrambling close. Keft punched them back with a burst of energy. The pillar took them up twenty feet. Well above the reach of the Thakhati. But they would just go on past, into the town. They were still pouring through the gap. It wasn’t all of them. But Aranok had waited as long as he could.

He lifted his hand high. “Cover your eyes!

“Spreadhadh!”

The sunstone exploded in light. Thakhati screamed.

“God almighty!” Allandria yelled over the noise of the dying things. It was the awful sound of rage and death, of creatures cursing their gods, whatever twisted nightmares they might be.

In a moment, it was done. The field before them was a smoking mass of singed stone. But still—there was movement. Here and there, a wriggle, a shudder of limbs. Some had survived, shielded by the bodies of others. And in the distance, in the dark: chattering.

“Macwin, close it!” Aranok ordered.

The draoidh gestured and the gate he’d opened in the tree wall stitched itself together, shutting what was left of the monsters outside. For now.

He pointed to the field of corpses. “Opiassa! Finish them!” The physic master gave a gesture of salute. Aranok dropped the earth wall back into the pit, crushing anything left alive inside, he hoped. It didn’t quite give the physic draoidhs a solid footing to cross, but they didn’t need it. Each of them made the leap across with what seemed relative ease, and stalked the field, hammering the life out of anything that moved.

Aranok lowered the pillar back down. “That was it. That was our one shot.” He held out the dead sunstone. “Now it’s a street fight.”


“Who the fuck are you!?”

Nirea pinned the woman to the red brick wall, forearm across her neck, wary of her hands.

“For God’s sake, put Brode down!” Egretta tugged at her arm. “She can’t answer if you’re choking her!”

Brode? The name wasn’t familiar. The woman had smiled at her. Said “Hello again, Majesty” and reached into her apron.

It was the again that did it. A pretence at familiarity. She did not know this woman.

Mynygogg had burst into their chamber what seemed like minutes ago but must have been an hour. Maybe two. Raving. Manic. He couldn’t explain himself until, in what seemed more like desperation than love, he’d kissed her passionately. She’d thought his mind lost until he explained what Aranok had claimed—that Rotan’s murderer was an illusionist assassin. Mynygogg had to be sure she was herself, and safe, which was sweet. His first thought had been to find her. Even as king, his instincts were for Nirea.

That had been minor succour when they realised the sunspire had not begun to shine as the light faded over Traverlyn. At first, it had seemed so normal. The sun sinking into the trees as dusk settled like a blanket of peace. It was when she reached for a candle, she’d realised.

It should not be dark.

Fretting over the assassin was lost to absolute panic over the Thakhati outside town. Aranok had sent a runner with news that the student maintaining the sunspire had also been murdered—and she had no reason to suspect him of that. They were formulating a plan to defend the hospital when this woman had approached her.

Anyone could be an assassin now. Anyone.

But that didn’t mean everyone. Egretta was insistent that the woman was innocent. Nirea relaxed her arm, allowing the medic to take a breath. “Please, Majesty,” she panted, “I only brought this.” A tear trickled down her nose. “I thought you may need more.”

From the apron, Brode produced a small tub, and Nirea remembered. This was the woman who’d brought lotion for Quellaria’s wrists. She’d been so distracted, so focused on Quell that she’d barely looked the woman in the eye. Gods, she’d handled this badly. She was jumpy. Paranoid.

Fuck!

“I’m sorry, I . . .” What could she say? They couldn’t go around announcing that they knew about an illusionist assassin to every medic in the building—one of them could be the very person they were worried about. And then the assassin would be warned. More careful. “There is a lot happening.” That would have to do. For now, they needed to secure the hospital. She released Brode completely, stroking her shoulder in passing, as if that would make a difference. The assassin was only looking for them, probably. They’d killed Rotan and the draoidh girl. She couldn’t think who else would be a target now. Just her, Gogg, Aranok and Allandria, likely. They might be after the book too. The thing that would help prove the truth. Maybe.

She’d told Egretta, though. The senior medic needed to know there could be an assassin in her hospital. She knew her staff. Would know if one of them behaved oddly. She’d just had to make sure that the old matron was herself, first. A brief conversation, quizzing her over their arrival and the events she’d been witness to since was enough. The two of them were working together to organise the staff and patients, while Gogg went with Leondar to help people get inside. It was a large building, but solid. It could, perhaps, keep out the Thakhati. More so than many of the houses in Traverlyn.

They had so little time.

Brode wiped her eye, bowed and backed away. Nirea had done nothing for her reputation as a benevolent queen. In fact, it was the second time she’d treated Brode badly, and the woman had deserved neither. A problem for later. The more immediate problem was Egretta’s fucking stupid plan.

“We can’t put all the patients in the lecture hall.”

Egretta frowned. “Not all, obviously. Some cannot be moved and—”

“No,” Nirea cut her off. “They stay where they are. We lock their rooms.”

The medic’s eyes opened in a mix of ire and surprise. “I can’t take care of them all if we can’t move around the building!”

The central lecture hall was where much of the hospital’s teaching occurred. It was the biggest single room in the building, built with decorative arches and intricate carvings to be the centrepiece of an inspiring building. They would fit many of the patients in there, given need.

“If we put them all in one place, behind one set of doors, when those doors give—and they will, eventually—we’re serving them up as a banquet. If the Thakhati get in here, the best hope we have is to fight them in small numbers. Let them spread out around the building. If they get through one door, they take one prize only. We have to make this difficult for them.”

Egretta’s face hardened. “Those people are sick. Injured. Children. They’ll be alone and defenceless. Some will die without care!”

“Then leave a medic with them.”

Egretta’s hand went to her head.

“You would leave them to die too?”

“I’m trying to save as many of them as I can, and I don’t have time to argue. We lock them in their rooms, Egretta. It’s the best chance for the most people.”

The medic’s mouth crumpled into a sceptical pout, defiance dancing at her lips, but she didn’t argue further. “Fine.”

Egretta had called her a stupid child not long ago, but now Nirea was queen again.

And the queen’s word still had weight.

“Excellent. Let’s get it done. We’re running out of time.”




CHAPTER 2

Ishouldn’t be here. Oh God, I shouldn’t be here.

Vastin listened at the door of the forge, fingers trembling against the wood. Distant screaming. Metal clashing with stone. Inhuman growls. And fire. The crackle of flame seemed to be everywhere.

When the alarm had gone up that the Thakhati were coming, his first thought had been to get his armour. He’d been to the forge that afternoon. Rorach, the blacksmith, had been happy to offer his grindstone for Vastin to sharpen the edge of Demon’s Blood. Curk, his wee boy, excitedly listened to the story of how the axe got its name. It had pained Vastin to tell it, but he also took pride in sharing the story of Glorbad’s sacrifice. He should be remembered. He was worthy of a song. If Vastin ever met a decent bard, he might try to convince them of the idea.

He had left his armour, planning to come back tomorrow and give it a proper polish. It had been nice to spend time at a forge again. Felt like home.

And now he was fucked. He’d come too late. Taken too long to get the armour on. He’d planned to get back to the hospital. Help defend it from the Thakhati. Instead, he was stuck inside, alone, with monsters roaming the streets.

Stupid twat!

Imagining himself a hero. All he’d done was likely get himself killed. Maybe if he was very quiet, if he found a dark space to sit in, he could just survive the night.

Another scream. Closer.

No.

He wasn’t a child. Nirea had called them companions. He’d ridden with Eidyn’s rulers. His axe had killed bigger than these things. He wasn’t going to die here, in hiding. A coward.

He could make it back to the hospital. There were others out there fighting. Laird Aranok. The draoidhs. The Guard. The sound of battle rang across the night. Demon’s Blood had a sharp edge. He could make it.

He could make it.

“Nooooo!”

Vastin’s courage bled from him. That was close. Really close. Oh God, oh Hells, what was he going to do?

He had to help. Whoever that was, they wouldn’t have his armour, his experience, his weapon. He had to help.

Glorbad would help.

Before the fear could grip him again, Vastin slid the bolt and opened the door. In the street before him, barely ten feet away, it turned to look directly at him.


“Shh, shhh, please, girl.” Tobin stroked Dancer’s nose as reassuringly as he could. But he heard it too. Scuttling, scraping, on the roof of the stable.

He wasn’t meant to be here. Been told to go to an inn. Or the hospital. But truth was, the stable was home. The horses were his family. He couldn’t stand the thought of them being left alone. And nobody had latched the windows that evening. No reason to, so they thought.

He had to come here. To make it safe. As safe as it could be.

He’d heard stories about demons. Everyone in Traverlyn had. The medics heard them from their patients and they told them in the inns, and . . . everyone knew them. Claws and teeth and eyes—impossible nightmares, they said.

He’d hoped, for some reason, that he’d be safer here too. He always felt safer here. With it just being a stable full of horses, maybe the demons wouldn’t come here. But maybe demons didn’t know that. Maybe they destroyed everything. Killed everything.

Much of the stable was stone, but the door, the gates at either end and the windows were all wood. Wood wouldn’t stand up long to a demon, he suspected.

If he could stay quiet—keep the animals quiet . . .

But Dancer was jumpy. She was always jumpy. And that had startled Lavender, who’d whinnied back at her. That had made Bear squeal.

The scrabbling stopped. It was listening. It heard.

Then a roar, and scratching, tearing, screeching.

Oh God, it was tearing through the thatch.

It was coming.


Tia clamped her hands across her mouth, desperately trying to stuff back in the word that had squeaked from her.

“Daddy.”

She was shaking so hard tears poured onto her arms. They’d come here, to this inn, because Daddy said it would be safe. That the monsters wouldn’t get them here.

But they got in. Daddy lay on the floor, his face turned toward her. The last thing he’d tried to do was reach her. He tried to say something. But it was too quiet. Now his eyes had gone dark and glassy and Tia was sure he was dead but he couldn’t be dead, it couldn’t be real. The monster was still there, somewhere. She stood halfway up the stairs, where Daddy had told her to run. But she couldn’t leave him. She couldn’t—and he’d tried to stop the monster. Him and some other nice people from the inn. And now they were all dead and bloody and there were eating noises and Tia wanted to be gone. To be tiny or invisible or not be here or wake up!

But none of that.

Not now.

Daddy was dead. And she had to go. Or the monsters would get her.

She turned and ran up the steps as quick as she could. She found an open door and slipped inside. As she slowly closed it, something changed. Nothing new. But different. What was it?

Oh.

Too quiet.

The eating noise had stopped.


Vastin’s first instinct was to slam the door shut, but his arm wouldn’t move, just for a moment—a moment too long.

The Thakhati lunged and instinct moved him. He stepped to the left, using his shield to deflect the monster past him. But now it was inside.

He could run. Slam the door behind him and hope the thing would fumble with the door. But then it would be inside. Waiting for Rorach and Curk.

He could come back. He could warn them.

If he survived.

If he didn’t . . .

He had to fight.

Before the thing could turn, Vastin did the one thing that had worked before. He set his shoulder, braced his shield before him and charged. He half caught the Thakhati in the side, stumbling past a worktable and forcing them both into a corner.

Now what? What had Glorbad shown him?

He dropped the top of the shield and brought his axe over. It clattered off the Thakhati’s shoulder, rattling Vastin’s wrist.

No, no, no.

Thakhati.

You have to cut up.

Vastin went to step back, but his shield didn’t come with him. Instinctively, he jerked at it, but a pair of Thakhati claws gripped it tight, pulling him back. Vastin shifted his weight and hurled himself at the beast again, battering it against the wall, then slipped his arm from the straps and danced back.

He was more vulnerable now, but he had two hands to wield Demon’s Blood.

The workbench was in the way, though. He couldn’t lower the axe enough to get an upwards swing. Not with the blade at the right angle. This might be the worst place he could be trying to fight this thing!

He stepped back farther as the Thakhati cast his shield aside and roared again. Was it a threat? Or a call? Fuck, he’d left the door open! What if more were coming now? What if . . .

The Thakhati lunged forward.


Tia clicked the door closed. But it was too loud. The monster had heard, she was sure.

Where could she hide?

There was nowhere. The bed was too low to squeeze under. She couldn’t go out the window—there were more monsters outside. She didn’t have the key to lock the door. But there was a bolt. She could bolt it...

Footsteps. Monster footsteps. It was too late.

Tia jumped onto the bed and burrowed under the blanket. She pulled a pillow down in front of her. Maybe the monster would think she was a pillow, if she lay very, very still. If she didn’t move. If she didn’t breathe.

The footsteps came closer. Closer. And stopped.

Tia’s heart raced so fast it was scary. She wanted to run and scream and cry, but she had to be quiet. Daddy had said. If you have to hide, you have to be quiet. So she bit down on her lips, cuddled the pillow and prayed.

The door. The door creaked open.

Oh no. Oh no. Oh no!

She had to stay still. Like a statue. Maybe she could pretend to be dead.

Like Daddy.

Her breathing wouldn’t slow down. She needed it to be quiet. Take small breaths. But it was so loud in her ears! Why was her breathing so loud?

Still.

Silent.

A scream from outside and she jumped.

Oh no.


Thresh rained from the rafters, aggravating the horses even more. Their squeals and high-pitched whinnies seemed to make the demon more agitated, and it dug even harder.

Tobin cast about, as if an answer might present itself. What was he going to do?

The hay fork, sitting against the wall. It was the closest thing he might find to a weapon. As he reached for it, the demon screeched, and it was like nothing Tobin had heard before. Like a sheet of metal dragged over stone. He flinched, and the fork banged back against the wood.

Oh God, oh God.

Tobin looked up. The demon’s face scowled down at him. It wouldn’t be long now. It would be through soon. It would . . .

He had to let the horses out. They would die if he kept them here. That was the answer. That was the only answer.

Tobin abandoned the fork and began releasing the horses’ ropes. He could free them all and then, once they were out, open a gate. Let them go. They could run—outrun the demons. Better that than here, tied up waiting to be sacrificed.

It would have to be quick, but he could be quick. The knots fell apart in his hands, used to tying and untying them without thought.

More thresh poured down, and the demon screeched again.

Bear squealed a response, stamping his front hooves as if in challenge. He was scared. They all were. Six done. Two more and they’d all be loose—free to run. But the digging had stopped.

Tobin looked up—the night sky peered back at him through a gaping hole in the thatched roof.

It was inside.


Vastin brought the axe up and connected with the Thakhati’s chin, lifting its head as it barrelled into him. They fell together, Vastin landing on his back. Arms everywhere, and a howl of pain. The demon bounced up and away, four limbs landing on the worktop—one grasping at its chin, where blood dripped through its claws.

To his left, on the floor, a pair of stone scales. Demon’s Blood had taken them off its face, and now it was wary. Wary enough to give Vastin time to regain his feet.

“Come on, then!” Rage and blood fuelled his belief. He could win. “Come on!”

He was wrong. It wasn’t wary; it was angry.

The Thakhati leapt high this time, just avoiding the rafters, coming down at him from above. Instinctively, Vastin crouched, praying his armour would protect him. The weight hit him like a boulder, kicking him sideways with a resonant crack.

The Thakhati scrabbled at him, but it was half-hearted. Vastin rolled away, waiting for the pain to tell him what was broken. A shoulder? God, not a leg. Please not a leg. But he stumbled back to his feet, panting, still waiting for the stab of agony.

It wasn’t him.

Demon’s Blood had wedged beneath the demon as it landed, snapping the handle in the middle. The blade was somewhere beneath the Thakhati. And it wasn’t moving in a hurry.

What now? Vastin cast about, looking for another weapon.

A screech, from the door.

God, no, another one. It sniffed at the air like a wolf, barely seemed to notice Vastin. If it came at him, he had nothing. No axe, no shield.

Wait—on the worktable. A hammer. That was . . . something. If he could reach it . . . But that might just take the thing’s attention. What to do?

The time it took him to think answered for him. The new Thakhati skittered across the table and landed on the other, claws tearing into its back, throwing off scales, blood and flesh like water.

But Vastin still had no weapon. He crept slowly to the table, eyes fixed on the almost fascinating fountain of gore. He slipped his fingers around the hammer and carefully raised it.

A thunk as the head slipped back against the table.

The Thakhati turned, a frenzied lust in its eyes.

Vastin screamed and swung the hammer with everything he had.


Tobin slipped the last knot and ran for the gate. He’d left the fork at the other end of the stable. The horses were in chaos now. They sensed the danger, same as him. He had to let them free.

A scream. From one of the horses. Up the back.

Oh God, no, please no.

He lifted the latch, threw open the gate and slapped Dandelion on the rump. The horse bolted into the night and the rest followed. Tobin couldn’t run. He had to help them all.

He clambered over one of the stalls and peered back into the building. A splash of blood against the wall.

One of the horses was hurt. Bad.

Bear reared up, squealing like Tobin had never heard before. And the demon screeched back. Could he get to the hay fork without being seen? He clambered past the next stall, and the next. The noise of the fight between Bear and the demon was hiding him—or at least distracting the demon. He made it to the end. Found the fork. Trembling, shaking, he grabbed it with both hands and stepped out.

He was behind the demon, and now he could see what was happening. One horse lay on the floor, covered in blood. So much blood. Tobin couldn’t even tell which one it was. Too small for one of the Calladells, he reckoned. But otherwise—God, could it survive losing that much blood?

Bear reared repeatedly, forehooves flailing at the demon. The thing had six limbs and looked to be covered in armour. God, how could he hurt something like that? It screeched and swiped, wary of the great horse. It knew well enough to avoid a hit from those hooves. But Bear couldn’t turn, couldn’t run. And he’d tire eventually.

Tobin had to help. He lunged, screaming, at the demon, stabbing at it with the fork.

It half turned and took the blow between its upper- and lower-left arms. As it tumbled back against the felled horse, Tobin felt the fork bite. So there was flesh under there.

The demon screeched in rage, thrashing its claws, throwing up a spray of blood from the horse beneath it. Tobin winced—the horse didn’t move. It was already dead.

Bear reared up again and stamped down, just missing the demon’s head as it rolled back toward Tobin. Likely saw him as an easier target than the big Calladell. But he wouldn’t be easy.

“Come on, then!” he screamed, brandishing his hay fork, its teeth tipped with the demon’s blood. “Run, Bear!” he ordered the animal. “Now!”

The demon lunged at him with its good right arms. Tobin stabbed, but timed it wrong, and the fork was battered out of his hands. He glanced down to it on the floor, lying amidst the hay and scattered thresh.

Oh shit.

He had no defence now. This was it.

But at least the horses had got away. Most of them, anyway.

Tobin stumbled backwards and fell onto his arse. He scrambled away as the demon stalked toward him. It was slow, for some reason. It cocked a head at him, as if curious. What was it doing?

Tobin dropped to his back just as the demon flew over him and battered against the stable wall with a wet screech.

Bear!

The giant Calladell had kicked the thing with his hind legs. And it wasn’t getting up.

Tobin scrambled to his feet, grabbed the fork and clambered onto Bear’s back.

“Right, big yin, go . . .” The words died in his throat.

At the gate, two more demons.


The blanket flew off and the monster roared. Tia screamed.

She pushed herself back, back, back into the corner, feet kicking wildly against the bed, trying to push herself into the wall and away from the teeth and the claws and the eyes.

Oh no, oh no, she was going to die.

More footsteps.

“Hey!”

The monster turned.

“Dearmad.”

Tia could barely breathe, sobs catching in her throat. What was happening? Why? Who? Her feet were still moving, still trying to shove her back, and away, away, away . . .

But the monster had stopped. It just stood there, still.

Like a statue.

What happened?

And then a lady. A nice lady in a pretty dress. She tiptoed past the monster in bare feet, watching it. Her dress was so nice. She looked like a queen.

“You all right, honey?” she whispered.

Tia tried to nod, but she was shaking so hard she wasn’t sure.

“What’s . . . what’s . . .” The words wouldn’t come, so she pointed at the monster.

The lady sat on the edge of the bed, smiled and took her hand.

“It’s all right. He’s not going to hurt us.”

“Wh-why?”

The lady put her arm around Tia’s shoulder, pulled her in and whispered. “Because I did a little magic on him. And now he doesn’t want to hurt us anymore.”

Oh.

She was a magic lady. But if her magic controlled the monsters, was she . . . ?

Tia shied away, trying to pull herself from the lady’s arms. “Are . . . ? Did you . . . ?” Again, she looked at the monster.

The lady seemed confused at first, but then smiled again. “Oh, no, no, honey, that wasn’t . . . I can’t control them. I just . . . made him forget. What he is.”

“Forget?”

“Yeah. But it took a lot of energy and I’m pretty tired now. Do you mind if we just sit here for a minute while I catch my breath?”

Tia scooched back toward the lady and leaned in. Her dress was silky. It felt nice under her fingers. She scrunched a little handful and leaned her head against the lady’s side. “Are you a queen?”

She laughed. It was a nice laugh. “Not me, sweetheart.”

Tia didn’t know why that was funny, but the laugh was nice. She was still shaking, though.

“What’s your name, honey?”

“Tia,” she whispered.

“Tia. That’s a nice name. I like it. That’s a name for a princess, that is.”

Tia smiled. But it felt wrong. The monster was still right there. And Daddy was dead.

“What’s your name?”

“Well, my friends call me Quell. I think we’re friends, right?”

Tia nodded. She needed a friend.

“All right, Tia, how about we look after each other?”

She nodded again. Words were scary. But she was uncomfortable.

“Quell?”

“Yes, honey?”

“I think I peed myself.”

Quell smiled down at her.

“Oh, me too, honey. Me too.”


Vastin crept to the gate. This was where the scream had come from, he was sure. Though he’d passed several bodies on the way here. Long past help.

Something was moving inside. He hadn’t seen any Thakhati on the streets, thank God. But he could hear them. He could hear the screams. They were everywhere. Fires burned across the town. Some of them bonfires, but some of them— Buildings had gone up, he reckoned. How much of Traverlyn would be left by morning?

Carefully, slowly, Vastin leaned his head into the open gateway. Nothing obvious but a body on the floor.

A horse. Hells, it was barely recognisable. But he could make out the head.

And still, something was moving.

Vastin walked as slowly and as quietly as he could. His armour was lighter than most, but it was no White. He couldn’t be completely silent. Just had to hope the noises of battle would hide him.

No luck. A Thakhati head appeared from a stall, its jaw dripping blood.

All right, then.

The monster raced toward him, galloping on four limbs, the other two grasping for him.

But Vastin wasn’t afraid. Not anymore. Because he’d learned that while these things were tough, they weren’t immortal. Their “armour” was just as limited as any. And it didn’t take well to blunt force.

Vastin swung the sledgehammer wide and crashed it into the demon, knocking it flying into another stall. Before it could recover its footing, he followed, bringing the hammer down again, shattering the thing’s back. It screamed in agony, thrashing its arms, and Vastin felt his courage grow. Again he lifted the hammer and, taking a moment to be sure of his aim this time, brought it down on the thing’s head. It burst like a winter melon, throwing gore up the back of the stall. And then it was still.

“Fuck you,” Vastin whispered. “Fuck you and your master.”

He heard the scrape just a moment too late. The hit knocked him sideways, against the stall. His left shoulder screamed and went numb for a moment.

Stupid.

He should have checked there weren’t more. Now he was in trouble.

Claws scrabbled at his helm—thank God he’d kept it on. Though it might have contributed to this Thakhati sneaking up on him. He reached down to grasp the sledgehammer and made to swing it up, but there was no room. He needed to make room. So he did something even more stupid.

Vastin turned to face the Thakhati, back against the wall. Its frenzied screeching matched the manic swings of its claws, battering his armour again and again. Vastin waited, picked his moment, raised a leg and kicked the thing backwards. He almost stumbled after it but kept his footing enough to bring up the hammer.

The Thakhati came at him again and he swung from the left this time, battering it back out into the main stable. As it landed, another scream, or a squeal?

A clattering of hooves and a great black shape trampled across the Thakhati, bouncing it off the ground like a rain of stone.

The monster whimpered, but it had at least one massive hole in its chest. Hoof must have gone straight through.

The way it squealed, the way it tried to crawl away . . . It was smaller than the other. Maybe it had been a child, before. Vastin almost felt pity for it. But he saw the horse’s body, and the pity washed away. It wasn’t a child anymore. It was a demon. And it needed to die.

Vastin brought the hammer down again, ending its struggle.

This time, he wouldn’t be stupid. He turned, alert, hammer raised. If there were more here, he couldn’t be caught off guard again. He checked each stall, making sure there was nothing in them. Each was empty, most with no sign of violence. Whatever had happened to the horses, they hadn’t died here.

Down at the other end of the stable, the horse that had appeared from nowhere stood nuzzling a bloody mess on the floor. He had three large gashes on his flank, where he must have taken a battering from one of the Thakhati.

At first, the bloody heap looked like part of the same horse that lay carved up before him, but with a closer look, Vastin realised—it was human. A boy by the look of what was left of him. Maybe one of the stable boys. Poor bastard. The big horse nudged the body, whinnying sadly.

“I know,” said Vastin. “I know. I’m sorry.”

The boy was a long way beyond help.

Vastin took the horse’s lead. Biggest bloody beast he’d ever seen. He stroked it gently.

“Come on. Let’s find us both somewhere safer, eh?”




CHAPTER 3

Gluais!” Aranok launched the Thakhati into the sky. Hopefully the landing would be enough to cripple it. At least it would land far enough away to give them a breather.

“Keft!” He stumbled toward the bonfire in the middle of the square, where the principal stood sentry, battering any of the demons that got near him with bursts of energy.

Keft nodded and grasped his hand. The fire dipped briefly as energy flowed into Aranok, filling him like water. He was reminded of his story, explaining the use of energy to Samily, of emptying the watering can with every use. This was different. Even with controlling his energy levels, he was burning through it and needing refilled often. The monsters just kept coming. God, how long had it been? Not long enough. Morning was still far away.

“Aranok!” Allandria’s call sounded more warning than panic, but his first thought was still to spin toward her. Good thing, because there were two she hadn’t seen on the roof above her. Her shout had given away her position.

“Above you!” he called, as something hit him in the back. He was punched forward, but more from the force of his armour’s charge throwing the Thakhati back than from the hit itself. Aranok landed face down, but the armour took the brunt of that too. He heard Keft throw a burst of energy and assumed he’d dealt with that one. Good, because Aranok needed to get to the other two.

Allandria held one at bay with her sword, but she was trapped against the wall, and the second was going to flank her.

He raised his hand and began to speak the word, when he was battered back to the ground.

Fuck!


“Just try to sleep, sweetheart.” Jena stroked wee Liana’s head, which was resting on her lap. The girl was scared and confused, bless her. They all were. Yavick sat facing the door of their room, the axe he’d lifted from the back of the inn across his knees. He was a big man, but he was a stonemason, not a fighter. Still, Darginn knew he’d give everything to protect his wife and daughter if one of those things came through the door. It was mild consolation. Darginn had got used to feeling safe around much more formidable company of late, but his son-in-law was at least a torch in a thunderstorm.

When the Guard had come round, ordering everyone inside, Darginn’s first thought was that Ismar was out again. His son still hadn’t explained where he was spending his days, and neither Darginn nor Isadona had wanted to invade his privacy—but having no idea where the Hell he was, there was no way Darginn could go looking for him. The boy could literally be anywhere in town. They just had to pray he had the sense to take cover wherever he was.

“Dad? Why don’t you tell us a story
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