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Prologue
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The Sea of Circles is in turmoil.

The Hangman, leader of the pirate fleet and People’s Alliance’s health is failing.

His lover, Ubba the Powder King, has lost grip on reality and his mind is spiralling out of control. He grinds horns against Lord Scarlett, who fitting his self-centred personality has chosen to throw a tournament on his island of Tore, inviting the greatest warriors in the world to answer his call, promising wealth, fame and fortune to one winner.

Supreme Nefaro has been slain by his protege, Kassova Kye, who now rebels and seeks to destroy all remaining footholds of the Ministry of Faces.

Plague has swept through the city of Mala, wiping out families in their dozens and a floundering Maddox Black tries in vain to stifle the disease’s hold.

All the while Birdie Black remains in her castle stronghold, training, resentful towards her father and uncle for both their betrayals in her trust.

A year goes by and the situation worsens, her contact with Maddox is slim-to-none and she decides to travel to the mainland with her close-friend, Leek.

And lurking in the corners of the Sea of Circles is a shadow, awaiting its chance to strike...
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The ship’s dark blue hull rocked through another wave, sending the spraying water up into the woman at the helm’s face. She kept her expression placid as the man struggled up onto deck, trying once more in vain to find his sea legs.

“Much further?” he shouted over the tumultuous roar of the water, wiping the long red hair from his eyes.

“Another hour, maybe two depending on the wind.”

“We really should’ve chartered a ship instead. You didn’t have to sail, you know.”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

The sails fluttered in the wind above, canvas and hull the same camouflaged hues. Leek gripped onto the railing tighter, as a large wave came rocking toward them.

“I forgot how much I hated this.” He wiped away the spray once more.

“Here, you take the helm!” Birdie moved aside and Leek had to jump to grab and stop the helm from spinning out of control, as a rogue wave came at them.

“You’re just like you’re damned uncle!”

Birdie pinched his arm in response. She slipped out a wineskin from inside her cloak. Birdie offered it to Leek, who also took a swig.

“Thanks.” Leek looked sidelong. “Isn’t that Maddox’s favourite wineskin?”

“Sure is.”

“Won’t he mind you stealing it?”

“He sure will.”

“Oh.”

“He’ll be OK.”

“Um-mmm.”

“Not like he’ll be at the castle or anything anytime soon.”

“Sure.”

Birdie stoppered the wineskin. “I mean, he’s been gone to see Ariss for weeks now.” She pushed a few loose strands of hair from her eyes, flicked the long black braid over her shoulder. “Between him overseeing Mala and seeing Ariss, we never bloody see him anymore.”

“I guess you’re right there.”

“How hard would it be to spend a bit more time with us?”

“Not hard at all, considering he has you training night and day.”

“Exactly.” Birdie hid the wineskin back underneath her cloak. “To be honest, since the situation with Kye he has barely spoken to me.”

“To us,” reminded Leek.

Since they’d freed Birdie’s father, Maddox had been dropping hints that he knew they’d freed him. The previous Sword of Mala had made no attempt to hide the fact he still lived, having been around the Sea of Circles many times, bringing the proverbial sword down on all those still loyal to Nefaro’s old regime.

The Ministry of Faces once ruled Mala, Stadarfell and High Shoals with an iron grip, but no longer. Kye had single-handedly brought down the Unholy Trinity of islands and since tossing the old tyrant off the spire the threads Nefaro worked so long to hold together had totally unravelled.

The Clerics Palace had once again taken control, as much as they could with the alliance breathing down their necks, and the Black Shadow, namely Birdie’s uncle Maddox, constantly checking in and making sure no one attempted to return things to the way they were before.

And good riddance, she supposed. Things had been horrible in Mala. She had the scars and nightmares to prove it.

“Copper for your thoughts?” asked Birdie, looking sidelong at Leek.

“Just thinking back to the way things were.”

“In general?”

“Namely Mala.”

“Ah.”

“I wonder what it’s like there now.”

“Not good, I heard.”

“I mean, Paste, you know my friend I told you about?”

Birdie nodded.

“Well, he was able to get a note out to me every once in a while. I won’t forget your uncle and what he’s done for him since the plague struck the city. With the quarantine on going, it’s been hard for him. People are dropping like flies, those that survived the spire burning, I mean.”

Birdie’s hands tightened on the railing, making the blood drain from her fingers.

After freeing Kassova Kye from the prison cell in Mount Lena, Kye had been found by the Order of Mist and had made his way back to Nefaro. But at least he’d kept his word about not returning to help, instead plunging a knife through the old man’s heart and tossing his body off the spire for good measure.

If Kye had left it at that Birdie would’ve bloody applauded him. But instead of leaving and never showing his face like he’d promised her, he’d set fire to the spire with barrels of the dreaded Skyfire, burning many in the upper sectors of the city.

“It’s not your fault, you know?” Leek gave her a smile.

“It is, Leek. All those people who died that day died because I was too weak to leave my father to his own fate. I should’ve left him to fight Maddox. One life, no matter how painful it might’ve been to lose, was much better than losing hundreds of innocent people.”

“But you couldn’t have known what he’d decide to do.”

She shook her head. “I was a fool to trust him. A mistake that I won’t make again. I’ll make him pay for what he’s done, no matter how long it takes.”

“And what does Ariss think about all this?”

Birdie looked at him.

“I... just noticed you’ve been sending each other letters.”

“Did you read any?”

“No!”

“I know how curious you get.”

“I swear, I didn’t.”

“Good. A woman’s mind is her own to know. Ariss and I deserve some privacy, instead of always being questioned and annoyed by you and Maddox.”

“But you haven’t spoken to Maddox.”

“He annoys her. You annoy me.”

“We’ve been pretty much locked away together in that castle for a year. Bound to annoy each other eventually.”

Birdie gave him a scolding look.

“I meant sometimes. Annoy each other sometimes... Not always.”

“Shut up, Leek.”
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MADDOX ENTERED THE hall and was surprised to find it almost empty. Only Ariss occupied the long marble table, seated at the head chair. He sat next to her and took her hand. She looked up from holding her head in her hand and smiled.

“Tough day?”

“Tell me about it.” Ariss groaned as she sat back. “I thought things would get easier once we defeated Nefaro and his lackeys. But it’s had the opposite effect.”

“My father always said the best captains always got the longest voyages.”

“What?”

“You’re doing a great job, is what I’m trying to say.”

“Oh.” Ariss took a sip of cordial. “Because right now it feels like I’m bailing water with a thimble.”

“Things will get better.”

“Will they?”

Maddox noticed then just how tired she looked.

“I mean, the Hangman, or Joshua, isn’t getting any better. And once he dies, who’s going to keep things in order between his pirate crews? They’re a bunch of lawless rogues at the best of times. I’m afraid they’ll turn to their old ways once he’s dead, and who will keep the navy in check then?”

“I know.” Maddox nodded. “Without supplies from the mainland and other islands we’ll be cut off.”

“We need him. Without him we’re finished. And now Ubba’s ran off to King City, getting ready for this tournament with Lord Scarlett.” She groaned and put her head back in her hand. “I mean, is it the more powerful the man, the more childlike the mind?”

“I think I’m quite mature, for a young man,” smiled Maddox.

“Shut up, you old fool.” Ariss leaned in and kissed him. “You’ve been great though, I must say. Without you by my side at the council meetings I feel like I’m just shouting at blank walls.”

Maddox squeezed her hand. “Take a break. Once Birdie and Leek return from their trip let’s go and relax at the castle stronghold for a few weeks. It will do you some good to get away from here for a while.”

“Maybe.”

“No maybe about it. We’re going.”

Ariss sighed. “I wonder how they’re getting on.”

Maddox looked around the room and grimaced as two officers entered carrying stacks of correspondence. “Better than us, I dare say.”

*
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THE SHIP DOCKED INTO the mainland port. Birdie left Leek to tie off the ship and speak with the dock captain.

It was strange, as the last time Birdie had gone through this port she’d been in cuffs and had got abducted for her trouble almost right off the pier. But now, handing in her papers with the actual real name on them and not the thousand aliases her uncle had created for them all, it was surreal in a way. Not to be hiding.

It was... nice.

“What’re you smiling about?” called Leek, as she made her way back along the pier and helped Leek load up a cart they’d hired.

“I was just thinking of how much has changed.”

One of the stevedores bobbed their head to Leek as he took the bags and loaded them onto the back of the cart.

“You can say that again. I’m not used to this treatment. I’m more used to being ran after and shot at.” Leek laughed. “Though I prefer this much more than the latter.”

Birdie helped Leek haul up a crate. Peeking inside she found about ten tomes Leek had ‘borrowed’ from the castle stronghold. He’d turned out to have a penchant for studies and had impressed Maddox with the concoctions he could create the last time her uncle had visited the castle stronghold. He not only could create potions now that would knock out a whale, but also remedies that surpassed the ones taught to Birdie by her aunt Bella.

Bella.

Birdie’s stomach lurched at the thought of her.

How long had she longed to return to the woods? To visit the cottage and just... be there.

“I can’t wait to get there.” Birdie finished helping Leek load the cart and they climbed onto the driver’s seat.

“Yeah, me too.” Leek wiped back his hair. “I wonder if my mother’s still there.”

“It will be good for the both of us. We’ll get some closure.”

“M-hmm.” Leek shrugged. “You’re more hopeful than me, Birdie. I just want to be able to say I went, and nothing was there and now I can move on with my life.”

“Me too.”

Leek gave her one of his withering stares. “Birdie, I bloody saw the blueprints for the cottage you’re planning on rebuilding. You have me wondering if you’re even planning on coming back.”

“Of course, I am. I don’t plan on building the new cottage just yet. But one day.”

“You really miss the woods, hmm?”

Birdie picked up the whip and set the two horses going with a flick. “Kind of. I guess the training has me drained. I can’t wait to get some fresh air and just... breathe. You know?”

Leek smiled and reached back, pulling out a tome and flicking it open to the bookmark.

“You’re bloody hopeless, Leek. Do you know that?”
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Kye pulled down on the lever and the floor went from beneath their feet. The rest of his brothers watched,and none showed emotion. The thousand or so prisoners, past prisoners, watched and cheered as the previous official commanders of Stadarfell done the hangman’s dance, legs flailing wildly.

It was a good day for vengeance.

It had only taken days for the revolt on the island to come to a pitch. There had been many casualties on both sides. Well, more on their own side but total annihilation on the ministry’s. Every soldier had been put to the sword. The official ruling men hadn’t even been given a trial. Every officer and member of the failing Ministry of Faces knew that Kassova Kye and his Order of Mist gave no quarter. They gave no mercy. Their enemies deserved none, for after all, none had ever been shown in return.

Kye was somewhat of a hypocrite, he supposed, as he’d once fought for the ministry. Or more correctly, for Nefaro, the ruling head of the ministry. But that had been in another life. One that made sense and every waking moment wasn’t filled with a drowning sense of anger. He wanted not to just wipe the ministry off the face of the world, but instil in every enemy of his the pain constantly burning in his heart.

After all, it was all partly their fault she had died. None had opposed Nefaro, himself included.

But you betrayed your daughter, you bastard.

Kye’s knuckles clenched.

It wasn’t true. He hadn’t betrayed her. But his inner self wouldn’t pass any waking chance in twisting his insides with guilt, racking his mind with the stench of a traitor.

“Brother Kye, is everything alright?”

Kye noticed his hand was still gripping the lever tightly, fist turned pale.

“Yes, fine.” Kye let go and turned away from the now still figures, the dissipating crowd, bound for the shores and a drunken revelry.

“Brother Orlot.” Kye bowed. “You caught me at a moment of introspection, simply put.” He shook the pale, bald man’s hand, which was vice-like in its grip.

“You show much depth of character for a past War Monger, Kassova. I hadn’t previously thought the two could co-exist.”

“True. War Mongers aren’t known for their philosophical merits, I admit. But this past while I’ve grown in-ward. Walk with me?”

Orlot fell in beside Kye as they made their way back toward the docks, where their warship awaited.

“Now that my work... My task, I should say, grows closer to accomplishment, I find myself regretting my actions concerning my daughter.”

“Life is filled with regrets, Kassova. You sacrificed that trust, yes, but you fulfilled your truest desire. If your daughter truly loves you, she will come to understand your actions.”

“I hope so.” They stopped at the gangplank and looked up at the two score of men readying the rigging. “The men seem content.”

Orlot smiled. “They are. We are nearing the end of our journey. Only one enemy remains of the old agenda, and with that gone, we are free of the oath sworn. It will be new waters for us to travel, but with the guidance of the Gods, once the Masked Lodge is defeated, we will be at peace once again.”

“Hmm. A task easier said than done, surely.”

“Lord Scarlett holds the Masked Lodge in high regard, yes. It will be a tricky situation in taking down their elite members and forcing them to disband.”

“Oh, but I have a plan.” Kye put his hand on Orlot’s shoulder. “And I think I know just how to get my foot in the door.”
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TORE, CITY OF DREAMS.

Kye watched as the port drew nearer, the number of docked ships significantly smaller than the last time he’d visited the city.

After Lord Scarlett had refused to aid in Nefaro’s plans the old bastard had sent in a ship filled with men riddled with syphilis. Since then, trade in the city had fallen from a torrential flood to a flaccid trickle.

Kye wondered how the Red Bastard would accept his presence. It was obvious Nefaro had been behind the disease spreading so severely. And Kye guessed he would be held partly responsible for it. But the Order of Mist were behind him now, and their presence held weight no matter where you were in the Sea of Circles, unlike Nefaro, who had held little to no sway this far out in the ocean.

Since the prostitution economy had fallen phallus-first, gambling had gained far more attention, and once on dry land he noticed the large number of gambling houses.

A familiar face greeted him in the street, holding a black mask in his hand. The large man frowned at the brothers of mist stood behind Kye and nodded.

“So, it’s true. Kassova Kye has joined the Order’s cause.” Vines wiped sweat from his brow and sighed.

Kye gave Vines one of his old silvery smiles, it feeling out of place now, a thin veneer on a more lined face. “Let’s say we have a... common interest?”

“You’re here for the Masked Lodge?” It was more an accusation than question, but Kye let it slide, for old times sakes.

“Your friends are safe once under Lord Scarlett’s protection, Vines. But I plan on changing those circumstances.”

“We don’t want any trouble, Kassova. For the love I once held for you, I beg you turn around and walk away.”

“How can I walk away, when I’ve come so close to the end?” Silence passed between them for a stiff moment. Men shifted feet as they waited behind both Kye and Vines, sensing the trouble brewing.

Vines slipped his mask back on, cracked his knuckles. “So be it. You won’t find me as accommodating as I once was. These men are my life now. Since you murdered Nefaro and set fire to the spire in Mala, we’ve had it hard trying to find a meaningful place in the world. And I’ll be fucked if I’ll let you put us back in that piss pot of a situation.”

“Vines, Vines, Vines... I held such high hopes for you once, do you know that?”

“Hm-mph! What good are hopes, when you’ve an angry city on your heels, with starving and plague-stricken civilians biting at your neck?”

“Not much good, I’d wager.”

“Then wager you shall. You’re in the right place.” Vines took a step forward and Brother Orlot stepped closer behind Kye the tender hiss of steel being drawn ringing true in the narrow street.

Vines put his hand on Kye’s shoulder. “But know that when you lose, and lose you shall, you lose more than you ever thought possible, Kassova. Leave, old friend, before this city swallows you whole.”

“I don’t know Vines...” Kye gave his old protege a final silver smile. “I think I’ll rather like it here.”
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“LORD KYE!” LORD SCARLETT was mercifully more dressed than the last time Kye had seen the degenerate. The man was sat in one of his many courtyards, eating from a platter of fruit and cheeses, the sun streaming down between the four stories of arced columns above them. “I hope the city is more to your liking since your last visit to Tore?”

“A deal better, Lord Scarlett. The smell of money is much more suitable than the stench of sweat and quims.”

“True, but yet, one does miss that stench, sometimes.” He patted the chair next to him and Kye stiffly took it, armed guards tense and watchful.Only Brother Orlot had been allowed entry with Kye.

“I apologize for my blunder! It’s Brother Kye now, is it not?”

“Situations have surely changed for the both of us.” Kye gratefully accepted the offered goblet of wine.

“Ah, yes, Nefaro. How sad. I really was quite fond of him.”

“Really?” Kye took a sip.

“No.” Lord Scarlett smiled. “Not in the least. You did me quite the favour ridding the world of that old corrupt bastard.”

“I’m glad I could be of service.”

“So, why are you here, Kassova?”

“I heard you’re running a tournament, against Ubba?”

“The Powder King thinks his champions will win. The man’s a fool. His mind is...” he waved his hand. “Elsewhere, since the Hangman’s health began to fail.”

“Locked away in his city, I heard,” said Brother Orlot.

Scarlett nodded. “Poor souls. He’ll fight his people against each other until they drop, but I’ve one of the best warriors right here beside me. Like a golden feather, you flutter down from the sky, right into my lap.”

“You think I came here to fight for you?” Kye put the goblet down.

“Didn’t you?”

“I came to request a favour, since you’ve benefited greatly from my actions with Nefaro, I thought you might grant me it.”

“Oh, you can request all you want, Kassova, my old dear.”

“Disband the Masked Lodge. They’re all that remain of the old Ministry. Hand me over the leaders to do with as I see fit.”

Scarlett laughed. “And what, pray tell, do I get in return for this most generous act?”

“Peace of mind?” offered Kye. 

“I have the benefit of not having a conscience, Kassova.” The man put his hand on Kye’s knee, Kye had to physically restrain himself from punching the man in the face. “Anything else you could offer me?”

Kye moved away and pushed away his hand. “I don’t make offers, only promises. If you don’t stand with the Order of Mist, you stand against us.”

Scarlett lost his playful expression at that. “You threaten me? In my own palace!” He hissed the latter, leaning forward and tossing the platter from the table.

Kye stood up.

Scarlett’s men had drawn weapons and moved in closer, readying for attack should their master order it. Kye and Orlot had been stripped of their weapons upon entering the palace, and Kye held up his hands.

“No, not threaten, Lord Scarlett. But we have a goal, and you should know how eager we are upon finishing it now that we are so close to its end.”

Scarlett’s breathing eased at the respectful tone, and he waved down his men. He stared at his hands for a minute, before looking back up at him and smiling a smile as sweet and sickly as a peasant’s perfume. “If you want what you ask for, then fight for it. Fight as one of my champions in the tournament. If you do, you shall have what you ask for, and more! Your brothers will find a comfortable home here in Tore... I have no use for my spire.”

Orlot tensed. The Blasted Tower had been the Order’s home, no, more than a home. It had been their sacred ground. To even presume that it could be replaced was worthy of death in Orlot’smind.

“You are too generous, Lord Scarlett. I only ask that my brothers be free to come and go if I do accept to fight for you.”

Scarlett considered it only briefly. “Done! So, you accept to be my champion?”

Kye gave an inner sigh.

If it would finish this journey, an end to the road started upon more than a year ago, when he flung Nefarofrom the spire, then he would fight. He would win this tournament and put an end to the Masked Lodge, to an order made by Nefaro’s own hands.

“Yes, Lord Scarlett. I will be your champion.”
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The cart rattled along the road, leaving a trail of dust behind them.

“And you never saw her again?” asked Leek.

“No, it was like she was meant to find me and save me. She said odd things that I couldn’t understand.”

Birdie remembered the old woman who’d found her in the desert after surviving the mountain passes more than two years ago. Birdie had been on the cusp of death, being pecked at by carrion birds, when this strange old lady had come rolling along on a peculiar cart filled with animals, some common, mostrare. She had nursed Birdie back to health and fashioned her a magic pendant that’d helped mask her as a boy, a trait that had saved her much discomfort traveling alone and through strange territory.

“It definitely sounds like fate.” Leek halted the horses and let them feed from the nose bags. They made camp and Birdie got a fire going as Leek set a pot of stew to boil. He could make a brew that would make your toes curl, and Birdie had third helpings before Leek’s first was finished. The next day they came to the central pass through the mountains, now regularly patrolled by soldiers stationed in one of the southern outposts. Bandits here were non-existent, choosing to stick to the lesser used passes higher in the mountains. By the next night they were down through the passes and came to a village, still being built on its outskirts. They stayed a night in a tavern and Leek told her about a few stories from his many years spent working the tavern in Willow’s Creek. She laughed until her eyes watered to tales of drunken brawls, chicken-voiced minstrels and garish whores.

“I can see why you’d want to return,” she said, as the night drew on the tavern quietened. “I mean, I would’ve loved spending time in a place like this. We were so remote in the cottage.”

“I dunno.” Leek shrugged. “With the life I’d had since, I think an aunt teaching me how to protect myself rather than a fat man how to read and cook would’ve been more beneficial.”

“Nonsense!” Birdie thumped his arm. “He was good to you, and you’re right wanting to go back.”

“I don’t even know if it’s still standing.” Leek nodded to the freshly cut timbers of the tavern. “I mean, the Twilight Temple burnt everything else in their path. Why should I hope the tavern’s still there?”

Birdie leaned over and put her hand on his. “All we have is hope, Leek. Don’t pass it over so easily.”

Leek nodded. “Willow’s Creek is two days south-east of here. You’re sure you don’t want to go to your home first? I mean, you’re cottage is pretty far to the north.”

“We have nothing but time, Leek.” Birdie waved to the innkeeper, and he readied them two fresh ales. “Nothing but time...”
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THE NEXT DAY THEY PASSED a gibbet, where a decaying corpse inside held the sign No Bandits over it.

“Seems the Golden Circle are taking to their new command seriously enough,” said Leek.

“I don’t mind. Beats being shot at and chased through the passes.”

“You know your uncle sent patrols out here for that very reason, right?”

Birdie snuggled under her heavy cloak. “I know.”

The ground began to slope downward, and by the next afternoon they were passing through swampland. Willow’s Creek was a town built on a high rise in ground, with a wide creek passing through its centre. The lumber must have been imported because all trees that had once given the town its name were long ago cut down. At the centre of town, Leek stopped the cart outside a shop and looked up at it.

“What is it?” asked Birdie.

“This used to be where the tavern was.” Leek spat on the ground. “So much for hope.”

“At least we tried.”

“Yeah.”

“Want to go see about a room in the inn?”

“Nah. Let’s just go.”

Birdie nodded, and they set off north, leaving the town behind. Birdie began to feel butterflies in her stomach.

She was going home.
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IT WAS ALMOST A WEEK and a half before they came to the remnants of the old cottage. They passed through Leek’s family’s home to find it gone, the old church had been burnt to the ground, only a few cinders and to speak of his family’s resting place. Once at Birdie’s old cottage, only a single part of a beam remained, the rest overgrown by grass and weeds. Birdie found the remains of Bella’s bed and had to cut her way through the weeds but found the bones eventually.

She buried her aunt out by the Knife Tree, between it and the river, and spent ages feeling the scars in the tree’s bark, one of a few signs that her aunt had ever existed. Leek said some words over the grave, but Birdie didn’t have the heart. Instead, she took a fishing rod she’d brought with her and went to catch them dinner.

Sitting by the stream, she drifted off to the sound of water rushing by. The trees vanished around her in her mind’s eye, and a dark mist rolled along the forest floor, creeping closer to her. Birdie could sense something inside of the mist, a presence, but whether good or bad, she couldn’t tell.

Eyes watched her from beyond the veil of the dream, and something seemed to call out to her, an ethereal mind clawing at her subconsciousness.

In the distance a dark figure materialized, and it came closer, reaching out to her...

Birdie awoke then before the figure reached her, covered in sweat.

Once back at camp carrying five fresh trailhead fish, Leek made them up a soup and they ate.

He smiled as he took something out from inside his cloak and handed it to her.

“Look what I found in the remains of the cottage.”

Birdie unfolded the cloth and gasped.

It was the knife Bella had made for her, with its hickory handle unburnt. She felt the carved bird in the handle and smiled.

“So, are you going to rebuild the cottage?” asked Leek.

Birdie shook her head. “No, I think I done what I came here to do. Let’s head back in the morning.”

Leek nodded. “So much for hoping.”
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PASSING BACK THROUGH the mountains, they camped at one of many scout outposts, using the firepit outside for warmth. As Birdie and Leek chatted about things, a cart came rattling into the outpost.

“Leek!”

His head whipped around to where she was pointing.

“I know that cart!” she gasped, standing up as the driver came into the light of their fire.

Leek stood beside her as the old woman brought the cart to a halt, a narrow and wrinkled face smiling from beneath her large, pointed hat.

“Hello, my girl. It’s good to see you. Care to share a fire with an old friend?”

“You’re more than welcome at our fire.” Birdie shook her head. “I’m sorry, I don’t think I can recall your name.”

“Because I never gave it, girl. Only a few souls in this world know it, and it is not easily given.”

Leek coughed.

“This is my friend, Leek.”

“Young man,” the old woman tipped her hat to Leek.

“Bit late for travelling through the passes on your own, isn’t it?” he asked, glancing out at the pass which swept out into the night above them.

“I don’t fear the darkness, or the empty road. A traveller must find comfort in the solitude or perish.”

“I guess.” Leek pushed back his hair.

“Come sit with us, please. We’ve stew cooking. You’re more than welcome.” Birdie held out a hand and the old woman grinned wider.

“I’ve yet to say no to an offer of a free meal, especially one so sweet smelling.” She placed her whip down on the seat and groaned as she sat up. After climbing down, she fed and watered the two horses before joining them at the fire, and Birdie offered helping but the woman said it was her task alone.

Once fireside the old woman held out her hands and sighed happily as the warmth soaked over her. Leek brought them each a bowl of stew and the woman gave him a nod of approval after tasting it.

“Why if I was back in my younger days I’d marry you, my boy!” She slurped noisily on the wooden spoon. She looked at Birdie. “Don’t let this one get away, my dear. He’s a keeper.”

“Oh, we’re not—”

“Leek’s just my—”

They cut each other off and stopped.

“Leek’s a good friend,” said Birdie.

“Ah,” nodded the old woman sagely. “For even the strongest oak must lay down roots before bearing seeds.”

“Riddles,” sighed Leek. “She must know Ariss.”

“We’ve met, once upon a time.” The woman nodded.

“You did?” Birdie put down her bowl. “Where? When?”

“I found her when she needed help. Same as you in the desert, my dear.” She shrugged. “I find it happens often on my travels, I come across those who need help most desperately.”

“And what are you doing out here so late?” asked Leek. “Where are you headed?”

“So inquisitive, my boy, aren’t we? Books give up their knowledge easily, but strangers on the road not so much.”

Leek frowned and glanced down at the book he’d been reading earlier. “I find books tend to harbour little chance of danger, compared to people.”

The old woman leaned forward, thin slitted eyes opening wide, and Birdie caught the sparkle of purple in her irises. “A true statement, my boy, if ever there was one. But do you sense I harbour hidden dangers? Nefarious motives?”

“I can’t read minds, only books.” Leek finished his bowl of stew and went to get them seconds.

“A sharp mind the boy has. He doesn’t know it yet, but he will be of great importance to you one day, Birdie.”

“I find it unsettling that you know my name and I don’t know yours. We’re friends, aren’t we?”

“Aye, I guess we could be.”

“Then tell me.”

“I’ve many names, some good, some bad. But you can call me Lacklan.”

“Lacklan. You’re not from around here, are you?”

“No, not from here, but somewhere near.”

“You’re the strangest woman I’ve ever met.” Birdie wrapped the cloak around her tighter. “It wasn’t a coincidence, how you found me in the desert, was it?”

“No.”

“And here you are, again.”

“Yes.”

“You knew I was here?”

“Perhaps.”

“How?”

“How do you know it’s night-time?”

“What?”

The old woman smiled, revealing a tombstone outline of teeth. “How do you know it’s night and not day?”

“Because it’s dark?”

“It’s obvious to you?”

“Yes.”

“And it was just as obvious to me that you were here.”

Leek returned and handed them second helpings.

The old woman smiled up at him. “Feed me once and I shall be grateful. Feed me twice and I feel in your debt. Such charity deserves reward.”

“Not at all!” Leek tried to stop her as she hobbled over to her carriage and disappeared inside, but she ignored him and returned moments later carrying a bow taller than herself and shouldering a quiver.

“I believe your handy with a crossbow, yes?”

“Well, Birdie says I... Hold on a second, how’d you know that?”

“Hmm. Many things I know, my boy. Now, take this.” She offered him the bow.

“I can’t, really. I wouldn’t feel right.”

“Take it.”

“I can’t.”

“Take the damn thing or sit on it, but it’s yours either way.”

Leek laughed as he took the bow and quiver. “What wood is it? Yew?”

“No. A wood not of this land, the arrows also.”

“From the western kingdoms?” asked Leek, frowning at the golden hued wood.

“Perhaps.”

“You really do get around, don’t you?” he smiled.

“You sound like my first husband, my boy,” the old woman chuckled,making Leek blush.

“Ah, thank you. I-I don’t know what else to say.”

“Your thanks are enough. Now, I must be off to bed. Much traveling to do in the morrow.”

“Won’t you finish the stew?”

“I’ll bring it with me, thank you.”

The old woman went inside her carriage and shut the door behind her.

Leek sat down beside Birdie and showed her the bow and quiver.

“What a strange woman,” he whispered.

She looked at all the peculiar animals and jars of curiosities lining the outside of her carriage. “Isn’t that the truth?”
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BIRDIE WAS WOKEN BY rustling noises and she glanced around sleepily at the dark camp, the fire-pit only showing dying embers. A dark figure approached, and she recognized the old woman, who waved for Birdie to follow her.

“What is it?” asked Birdie once out of earshot of Leek. The outpost was silent, with only one of the handful of soldiers patrolling the tower above them.

“I have a gift for you also, my dear.”

“A gift? You don’t have to give me anything, Lacklan.”

“It’s meant for you, my girl. Just like I was meant to meet you here tonight.” She looked up at the sky, at the twin moons visible one behind the other. “The will of the Gods is thick in the air tonight. Can’t you feel it?”

Birdie wrapped the cloak tighter around herself as the hairs stood up on the back of her neck. “I-I thought it was just the approaching winter.”

“Hah, that too. It will be a cold winter, my dear.” Lacklan took a step closer, her eyes bright in the gloom. “But something colder and far more deadly approaches than simple frost.” Her hand reached and took Birdie’s, unfolding it. Only then did she notice she’d been clenching her fists. “Something dark and sinister, my dear. And it wants you.”

“Me?”

“It won’t be long before you begin to hear the stories, of strange happenings on the edge of the Sea of Circles. Of dark ships and... more.”

Lacklan placed a pouch in Birdie’s hand. “Take this and keep it safe. If ever you find yourself in total darkness, with no way out and no one to lean on, use what’s inside. But only if in mortal peril, my girl. This is old magic. Not to be trifled with.”

“Magic?”

Birdie felt dizzy.

“Of the oldest kind. Take great care of it...”

“What’s coming Lacklan? Tell me?”

“Not yet, my dear.” She placed her hand on Birdie’s shoulder. “Not yet, but soon.” With her other hand she held it up and blew powder into Birdie’s face.

The world went dark.
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BIRDIE WOKE TO MORNING streaming over the mountains, lighting up the high snow-capped peaks. The first songbirds called from the thick forest still shrouded in shadow.

She opened her hand and found the pouch inside, then put in inside her cloak.

Lacklan’s carriage was gone.
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Chapter 4

[image: ]


They took a slower pace returning to the mainland port and almost two weeks passed with them enjoying more than the occasional ale at an inn every other night. They ate to their heart’s content, and by the time the Bone Wall came into view both Birdie and Leek were happy they were nearing the end of the journey. The outcome hadn’t been what they expected, with Leek’s mother and home having virtually vanished, and Birdie not finding the solace sought after in the forest where she’d grown up.

They had come to the hard truth that they both had changed, and not entirely for the better. Both had survived hardships the past couple years, from soul-crushing prisons to bandit-ridden passes, close-encounters with death to panic-inducing battle.

They weren’t the children they once were, even though both had believed themselves so mature. Their experiences had changed them inside and made them hard, it had formed a shell around their hearts, and only the warmth of each other and the friendship that had arisen between them could now breach that shell and shed some warmth on a sad experience.

They guided the cart through the Bone Portcullis, the high metal bars like animal fangs, curving down and in-wards. The sight which had first frightened them both now simply served as a landmark. A piece of their past which they would leave behind.

The cart rolled through after they showed their papers, and both friends put a piece of themselves away forever, a door shutting on an empty room of your soul, and the Sea of Circles drew nearer. As did their future.

Whatever it might hold.
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“BLACKBIRD!” SHOUTED Maddox, pushing his way through the throng with his arm. Ariss shouldered her way in front, and they made their way up the jetty as the ship docked. Leek waved at them as he crossed carrying an armful of books.

“Good to see you both made it back in one piece,” smiled Ariss as she took the books and carried them back towards the carriage, which was still trying to make way through the press of arriving or departing people.

“Yeah, those patrols stationed in the passes made it an easy trip.” Leek shook Maddox’s hand.

“Glad to hear it. That old bastard Nefaro didn’t much care for the people’s safety, but since the roads have been patrolled more often trade had been flourishing in the city.”

“Really?”

Birdie followed Leek down the gangplank and gave Maddox a nod. As good as he’d get, he guessed.

Since undermining Birdie and choosing to fight Kassova Kye to the death instead of giving him a chance of redemption like Birdie had wanted, his niece had grown distant and distrustful of Maddox.

“Uncle.” She shook his hand.

“Traders have been flocking to and from the mainland,” said Maddox. “It’s good to see you, Blackbird. I knew the way was safe, but you never know when you’re traveling through the mainland. Things can happen, as you know too well.”

Birdie nodded that she did.

“Did you find everything you were searching for?” he asked them, and Leek shook his head.

“Gone. We found my family’s graves, that was about it. At least there were no new ones, so she might still be alive.” Leek shrugged. “I knew it was a long shot.”

“Look, at least you both tried. I know you both felt cooped up in the castle stronghold. And things are easing with the quarantines. It seems the plague has dealt its worst blow.”

“Were things bad, then?” asked Birdie.

“Yes, Blackbird. Things were quite grim for a time. But we got through the worst of it, and we’re slowly getting back to the way things were before. No, better!”

“That’s great to hear uncle. I’m glad you’re growing to your role in the city.”

“Thank you. Let’s get your things and we can be on our way. You wanted to visit your old acquaintance, if I’m not mistaken, Leek?”

“I won’t be long. You’re staying in the Foxhole, right?”

“We’ll be there. Take your time.”

“Thanks.”

Leek left them once they’d finished moving their things onto the carriage. Ariss, Maddox and Birdie climbed inside, and the driver brought them slowly through the crowd, along the thoroughfare.

“So, how are things between you both?” asked Ariss, a smile playing in the corners of her mouth.

“Leek’s fine.” Birdie waved her away. “As long as that fool has a book to mull over then he’s content.”

“And you?” asked Maddox. “How did you feel once you got back to the cottage?”

“Sad. I thought I’d find peace, or some sense of belonging, but it felt strange being there. Like it had changed, or I had.”

“I know how you feel,” nodded Ariss. “When I returned to Mount Lena after being gone for so long, it was the same for me. We change, Blackbird, defined by our past.”

“I buried Bella.” Birdie looked out the window at the crowds passing by. “And I found a gift she’d made for me, for my last birthday at the cottage.” Birdie took the knife out from a sheathe Leek had made for her. “I was amazed it was still in good shape.”

“It’s beautiful.” Ariss smiled. “At least you have something of hers to hold onto now, along with her necklace.”

“Yes, she’d be proud of you, Blackbird. Of the woman you’ve become. If not the leader...”

“Maddox!” Arissgave him a scolding look.

“I’m not talking about this now, uncle.” Birdie slipped the knife back into the sheathe.

“We must eventually, Blackbird. You need to become what I once was. You need to show the Hangman and the rest of the old Alliance that you can be someone to depend upon if times should return to the way things were.”

“And haven’t I? Haven’t I proven myself to them at Mount Lena? Through the rigorous training with Bella and then you and Ariss? What do I have to do to prove myself to you and your allies?”

“Go to Breccia. Spend time with the Hangman. Show him how you can be depended upon. He grows weak and there isn’t much time left, I fear.”

“I’m sorry he’s health fails him, but what can I do? I’m no healer. My potions only stifle the pain, not mend the wounds.”

“Just be there. The Alliance will see you for the strong woman you are. You’ve trained and trained, you’re almost as good as I was with a sword. Ariss can attest to that.”

Ariss looked from one to the other. “I’m not getting involved in this argument. It’s between you and Birdie. If she wants to stay at the stronghold and continue her training, then that’s fine with me.”

“See? I’ll find a way to prove myself, uncle. But on my terms and no one else’s.”

Birdie crossed her arms and sat back. And that was an end to the conversation.
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LEEK PASSED THROUGH the crowd, leaving Birdie and the others behind to navigate by carriage. He skirted around Sunnyside Slums, not wanting to chance bumping into old faces. Instead, he stayed close to the inner wall, finally coming back onto the thoroughfare and using the documents given to him by Maddox to enter into the industrial district.

Life in Mala seemed quieter for this part of the city. The absence of the Masked Lodge, the muscle used by Nefaro to keep order in the city, did great benefit to the overall morale it seemed. People smiled as they shopped or hung about. The Golden Circle were solely responsible now for law and order, along with the members of the Alliance, noticeable by the red crossed swords on their cloaks.

Leek found the place he was searching for and entered into the blacksmiths. A large man inside worked the anvil, sending sparks shooting out with every blow. Red tousled hair braided down to his calves dripped with sweat. Leek stepped into the gloom and gave a wave.

“Haakon. Long time, no see.”

“Can I help ye?”

“I came to see an old friend.”

Haakon put down the hammer and sword, wiped his forehead and took a step closer. “I know you.”

“It’s me, Leek.” Leek rubbed back his long red hair, remembering it’d been scalp for most his time in the city. “I guess I don’t look the same starved weasel I once did.”

“Leek?” Haakon grabbed him by the shoulders and turned him to face the light. “My lad, you’ve grown since I last saw ye. But you could still do with a feed by the look o’ ye.”

“Time for that later. Is Paste still working here?”

“Aye, sure is. He’s down loadin’ a cargo of ore. Should be back any minute. So how are ye lad? Come through and I’ll get us a drink.”

Leek followed Haakon out of the forge and into the cooler kitchen, where Haakon poured them both mugs of ale.

“So where ye been? How’ve ye been?”

“I’ve been OK. I’ll fill you in a bit more once Paste gets here. So, I don’t have to run through it twice.” Leek took a sip. “What about you? How were things with the plague?”

“Bad. It wiped out hundreds. We were shut away, with no work, little to no food. Yeah, things were bad.”

“I heard Sunnyside got the worst of it?”

“Aye, but that Maddox is a good sort. He gave them all what he could, with food rations and fresh water. Here let me fill that back up for ye.” Haakon went to pour them another, when there was a noise from the next room.

“That’ll be your man now,” he said over his shoulder.

Leek went into the room next door, where Paste was just shutting the door after bringing through the cart loaded with crates. Leek leaned up against the cart as he locked the door and turned around.

“Woah!” Paste jumped seeing Leek in the room and frowned for a minute.

“What, not recognize an old friend?”

“Leek?”

“The very same.”

“Come here, you old bastard!” Paste grabbed Leek in a crushing embrace. “It’s good to see you! And about time. Quarantine ended weeks ago.”

“I was away on a personal matter.”

Paste stood back and smiled, looking Leek up and down“Tell me all about it. You look good. Service with House Black is serving you well.”

“And life as a blacksmith is serving you well.” Leek laughed as Paste rubbed his paunch, swollen from Haakon’s generous hand with a mug of ale, no doubt.

“You could say that. Come inside and we’ll speak more.”

They went back inside and sat beside Haakon.

“Get the cargo loaded?” asked Haakon, sliding Paste across a mug of ale.

“Of course.”

“Good, good. Leek was waiting for you to finish before filling us in where he was.”

“Well go on then, fill us in.” Paste sipped his drink.

“My last message was, what, a month ago?”

Paste nodded.

“Aye, about that,” said Haakon.

“Birdie and I got fed up with being cooped up in the stronghold. What with entry to the city barred for regular civilians, we decided to head to the mainland. I tried to find my mother but only found my family’s grave.”

“Sorry to hear that, lad,” said Haakon.

“The tavern in Willow’s Creek is gone too. So, it was a bit of a disaster. But at least I can put it behind me now.”

“Yeah, that’s what’s important,” said Paste. “How’s this Birdie girl doing?”

“She came with me, to find her old home. She found it, so it wasn’t a total waste of time.”

“And what now? What’s your plans?” asked Paste.

“Not much, but I wanted to see if you’d both like to come out to the stronghold for a few days. I’m sure you could do with the break away from the city.”

“Hmm. I’ve a lot o’ work to do now, but I guess it could be put on hold for a few days. You want to go, Paste?”

“Yeah. We could both do with the break alright.”

“Then it’s settled,” said Leek. “Get your things and meet me at the Foxhole. There are some people I want you both to meet.”
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THE FOXHOLE WAS BUSTLING inside. Leek found Maddox and the others in a private room at the back of the tavern, seated at a table, with a great fire roaring in the hearth in front of them. Maddox was unsurprisingly nursing a goblet of wine, and he smiled at Leek as he entered.

“The hero returns to us after his long quest!”

“How’d it go?” asked Birdie.

“Friends, allow me to introduce Paste and Haakon.” Both men followed Leek inside the room carrying their packs.

Haakon and Paste bobbed their heads in greeting.

“No need to be shy,” said Maddox. “Come sit at our table. Have some wine, it’s good!”

Haakon took a seat beside Ariss, Paste on the other side of the table, next to Birdie. Leek sat on Birdie’s opposite side.

“Wine? Not got a real drink handy?” laughed Haakon.

“And what is wrong with a good vintage?” asked Maddox, filling a goblet to the brim and sliding it across to Haakon.

“Smells like feet, doesn’t it?”

“Only the good stuff,” smiled Maddox. “Haakon, I presume?”

Haakon nodded and sniffed suspiciously at the goblet. “Aye.”

“I’m Maddox, and this is Ariss.”

“Pleasure ma’am to meet such a fine-looking lady.”

“Lady?” scoffed Ariss. “Ain’t no ladies in here, my good man, but as for fine looking I can live with the compliment.”

And on the other side of the table, Birdie laughed.
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“BIRDIE, THIS IS PASTE.”

“Nice to finally meet you,” smiled Birdie as she shook the big man’s hand.

Birdie had never met him before, but Leek and Paste had been in contact with each other sporadically, using Maddox to ferry letters to and from the city on his visits to check up on Birdie’s training.

“And I you. It’s great to finally put a face to the name.”

“Same.”

“Paste here’s a fine blacksmith. He’s been apprenticed to Haakon.” Leek picked up the jug of ale and poured each of their mugs to the brim.

“Hard work,” said Birdie. Paste nodded and lifted his sleeves, showing her scattered burn marks.

“It can leave a scar, but I’m handy with the hammer and smithing is in my blood.”

“We’re House Black,” said Birdie. “The only thing in our blood is wine and fighting.”

Paste laughed as he lifted his mug to meet Leek’s.

“Here’s to good friends,” said Leek, and Birdie lifted hers.

After taking a mouthful Birdie put the mug down. “Leek tells me you both were in prison together?”

“Yeah, a memory that would leave a bad taste in your mouth.”

“That Gurth was a right bastard,” said Leek.

Minister Gurth had overseen the prison and had made the children’s lives hell. Leek had scratch marks across his face, left by Gurth after standing up for them one day.

“Your uncle done a great justice ending that miserable fucker’s life.” Paste shook his head. “How anyone so evil can be given power over innocent children, I’ll never understand.”

“He was close with the Druids, I understand,” called Maddox across the table.

“He was?” asked Leek.

“That’s what I believe. The Druids were important to Nefaro, and Gurth was closely knit with them. So, he was given a position of power.”

“Damn sadist,” said Leek, rubbing the old scars on his face. “May he rot in pieces.”

“I’ll drink to that!” laughed Paste, lifting his mug.

“You’d drink to anything, once it keeps the mug to your gullet,” shouted Haakon, allowing Maddox to refill his goblet of the wine he so hated. Birdie laughed as Maddox winked at her.

Ariss sighed and shook her head, “Why, by the Gods, did I fall in love with such a fool.”

“Ah, but you did. Hear that, Haakon?” Maddox elbowed Haakon lightly into the gut. “Eyes off my woman.”

“I never even thought of it. Here’s to yer health, sir.”

“I never thought you’d drink wine, Haakon!” jibed Paste.

“It’s growing on me, I must admit.”

And so, the night passed, the wine and ale flowed, platters of food were served, and a group of friends for one night could forget the troubles of their past.

Birdie was happy.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5
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Birdie wasn’t happy. She was barely even functioning, her brain hurt so much. Had it always been so... bright?

She groaned as she climbed inside the carriage, the group who were so revelry and boisterous the night before now quiet and content to let the noisy carriage fill the silence. The driver soon had them underway and out of the city. By the next morning they were nearing the mountains and Haakon grew excited, stating he used to always see them in the distance and had always wanted to go explore them.

But as anyone knew, in the old days there had been great suspicion placed on any who wanted to leave the city. Nefaro had instilled paranoia and a disjointed fear of leaving the city into its inhabitants. But that was changing, as on their journey they’d passed travellers journeying about. Maddox said that the arches, the large support beams holding up the Bone Wall, were slowly being refilled, as people chose to live outside the city, even if so remotely.

Birdie soon saw he spoke the truth, as they passed by one and smoke trailed from the few shanty houses built up on the archway.

They entered the mountains on foot, carrying their luggage by hand. Inside the pass they approached a decrepit hut and Haakon sighed heavily.

“Stronghold? What in the name of the Gods would that mess keep out? Not even a breeze.”

“It’s not that,” said Leek, pointing to a stone arch. “There.”

“Are you pulling my leg, lad?” Haakon walked inside of the arch and turned around.

“Birdie, would you be so kind?”

Birdie pulled down the sleeve of her left arm and slid one of her Old Lovers out of their sheathes, piercing the skin with the razor-sharp point of the stiletto dagger. Blood dripped as she stuck her arm into a recess in the side of the archway, and the wind picked up in the pass considerably.

The light inside of the archway began to become brighter, thicker, the wind rose to a gust, and Birdie watched as the clouds around the mountain peak swirled around like a serpent, the mist gushing down into the pass and along the stone, forming inside of the archway. Inside of the stone blue sparks shot to light, faint at first but growing stronger. Birdie smiled as she took a step towards Haakon, whose eyes had grown wide.

“Take my hand. You’ll be fine.”

They entered the portal and were sucked inside, leaving the pass behind.

Haakon spat dirt as he hit the floor and sucked in air. “By... the... Gods... That’s-That’s like getting hit with an anvil!”

“You’ll get used to it,” said Birdie, offering the man her arm. The rest passed through the portal, Leek having to grab and pull Paste back up as he stumbled through the light.

“Where are we?” asked Paste, glancing up at the narrow, high pass they’d entered.

“We’ll be at the stronghold soon. It’s this way,” and Birdie led them up the trail, towards the castle. The trail crossed a bridge with a vertigo inducing drop below, through a tunnel bordered by a fence, with minor bridges branching off and vanishing across the pass. The path curved in-wards, torches came to life at their approach, and soon they were entering in through the castle gate.

Birdie let her gaze wander to her tower, her mother’s tower, and was glad she was home.
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THAT NIGHT THEY ATE in the great hall after Maddox gave them all a tour of the castle. Haakon had been impressed by the design of the place, how well the metal doors and fixtures had been made. Paste had applauded the wine cellar, which was filled with casks of ale also, of which he scratched and claimed one for himself.

Well, there was hundreds, so Maddox didn’t mind.

Leek spent the day with Birdie, her fishing, setting down snares, and Leek climbing the rocks to get eggs from the nests. They returned with a good haul, fish and rabbits. That night Leek cooked up a feast and Maddox set the hearth ablaze and they soon had the first cask of ale dry, so Paste and Leek went to grab another.

Haakon rubbed his paunch and smiled.

“The lad can sure cook. I’ll give him that.”

“Leek’s a good young man,” said Maddox. “Not husband material, perhaps,” he smiled across at Birdie. “But a welcome member to our small group.” He leaned forward. “So, tell me, are you both staying for a few days?”

“Ah, I’m not sure. One more perhaps, as we’ve an order to fill and can’t leave them waiting.”

“Good, good. No need to rush.”

“Where you from, Haakon?” asked Ariss.

“Lubbock. An island off the coast of the edge of the ministry’s land. Well, I suppose not the ministry’s land. Still have t’get used to thinking of it as that.”

“Lubbock’s home to some of the best fishermen in the world, I heard,” said Birdie.

“Aye, tis at that,” Haakon swelled with pride, then deflated. “But I wasn’t no good on the water. The forge was for me.”

“What about this tournament, eh?” asked Maddox, changing the subject after a moment’s silence had passed.

“Tournament?” asked Birdie. “What tournament?”

“Ye not hear about it?” Haakon frowned over at her. “Suppose ye’ve been away.”

“Ubba and Lord Scarlett are throwing a tournament and have invited the best warriors from around the Sea of Circles to join them, hoping to gain the creme of the crop for themselves.”

“Ubba’s losing his mind, I heard,” said Ariss. “That silver dust is messing with his mind.”

“And the Hangman being on his way out isn’t helping,” added Maddox. “He only just got to see his plans being accomplished and the world being put right, and now his body’s failing
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