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      SHEILDS COULD FEEL the chill of the night air against the back of his neck. It crept in beneath the collar of his sable traveller’s cloak. He could feel the chill up against his bald scalp which he’d freshly shaved that morning using the head of a Royal Guard’s spear.

      Any moment now, the snow would begin to tumble down. Ice would form beneath his feet, covering the cobblestones. And the night-time fog would descend.

      Winter.

      Winter again.

      No longer did the curse remain over the city, from what Sheilds had heard, and, indeed, he hadn’t run into any cursed animals on his way here.

      On his way, here, to Ilsnare: the Crystal City.

      Sheilds’s mouth tasted stale and his heart beat infrequently, and weakly. He hadn’t had anything of substance to eat since he had left Shildersmoore—since he had got free of the prison colony of Onderswort.

      That had been weeks ago, or had it been months now?

      He had lost track of all time.

      Since he had had no money to spend on transport, let alone food, he had made his way here on slit throats and twisted necks.

      Those same crimes which’d seen him sent to Onderswort had brought him back.

      It was hard to believe that he actually stood here, in the well-swept, cobblestone streets; and that he’d made it back here, to Guider Street, to this very door . . . to what had been his childhood home.

      Why he had come here, he really hadn’t much of an idea. Perhaps because it was the only place in the whole Kingdom which seemed familiar to him.

      He glanced up the street, past the flickering torches, shedding their orange glow about the night-time city. Up on one of the roofs, he spotted a crow. One of its beady eyes considered him for a moment, and then, as if Sheilds had somehow spooked it, the bird flapped its wings and soared gracefully up and away, into the air.

      Sheilds smiled to himself.

      For some reason, animals always seemed to recognise him for what he was.

      In the near distance, Sheilds could hear the croaky whine of strings—a group of minstrels. And, a little way beyond them, he could hear the throaty singing of pub-dwellers.

      It would be so easy for Sheilds to slip through these darkened streets, to arrive outside the tavern and to lurk in the shadows, waiting for one of those drunkards to emerge, sozzled in brandy wine or ale. From the way most drunkards’ pockets clinked as they trudged along, Sheilds was certain that he would find it worth his time.

      When the night-time fog settled in over the streets, it would be the perfect cover.

      Sheilds realised he’d been staring into the darkened streets for several minutes, becoming lost in his thoughts, in all those faces which’d be forever scared onto his mind’s eye; the twisted faces of those who he had killed.

      Sometimes he didn’t quite understand what came over him.

      Sometimes he wished there might be a cure for whatever it was that he had.

      But it was too late to think about all of the should-haves, and would-haves; because he was a hardened killer well beyond his fortieth summer in the Kingdom of Shellacnass.

      Redemption, whatever that might really mean, was for monks.

      Feeling his blood cool, and his mind quiet—calm—Sheilds brought his fist up to the weathered, familiar door, and beat a pair of percussive, decisive, knocks.
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      IT WAS A BITTER, foul, winter’s night.

      The snow tumbled down like freshly plucked cotton. But, unlike cotton, its feel wasn’t warm or soothing, it was cold and alien. Impossible to stand for too long of a time.

      The wind whipped in through the narrow, cobbled streets, and only one of every four torches remained lit; and those which did remain lit were never more than a flicker away from being snuffed out by the unending gales.

      Syre Dorf could feel her whole body seize up with shaking. She bundled the thick, sheepskin cloak tighter about her. Although she had cloaks of her own, she preferred to take those which belonged to her brother when she went out at night. They were bulkier, and served to better hide her womanly form. To make her seem as if she was a travelling merchant leaving with the daylight, headed back to whichever provincial town she had left that morning.

      Her brother—Louson, the King of Shellacnass—wouldn’t miss the cloak because he almost never left the Palace. Indeed, he almost never even left his quarters. Just about the only person who he ever admitted was Syre herself.

      She worried about him desperately, and she had tried in vain to make him more sociable, to have him shrug off the dark cloud which constantly lingered above his head.

      But, now, ten years into his reign as King of Shellacnass, Syre had resigned herself to the fact that there was nothing to be done for Lou.

      That she had done her best and been unable to change his mind.

      Already she had wasted the remainder of her childhood in trying to do that, and now it was her turn to live her own life for a change.

      And that was what had brought her here tonight.

      To this shady back alley, encrusted with a beautiful, virginal layer of snow.

      But which still stank of rat piss.

      As Syre eyed up the door before her, she could still taste the chicken broth she had consumed an hour before. Despite the House Staff’s best efforts, and their butler—Tineoots—attempting to have Syre act more ‘ladylike’, Syre refused to eat anywhere else but the kitchens of the Palace.

      Since her brother had taken to the throne through force, rather than through any sort of a bloodline, Syre’s position throughout the royal household was hardly etched into stone. She supposed that Tineoots’s attempts to have her act as if she was a princess, eat on her own in one of the banquet rooms, with servants attending to her, was meant to serve the argument that she should be the one to inherit the throne if her brother died without heir.

      But Syre had no intention of inheriting the throne.

      Quite the opposite, she was determined to leave Ilsnare.

      Oh, she understood that Tineoots, like all other citizens of Ilsnare, was deeply afraid of the city descending into madness and tyranny if anything did happen to Lou, but Syre herself could hardly raise any sense of sympathy for the fate of Ilsnare.

      She hadn’t been born here like the others.

      Quite frankly, she wouldn’t care less if it burned to the ground.

      She eyed the large, oak door which darkened the wall of the alleyway; looked to the pairs of barrels which rested beside it. Their lids were left ajar, and Syre could see that nothing remained within either of the barrels. But she still caught the pungent stench of ale which wafted out from within. It was like Midwinter’s Day when she would enter the kitchens. That stench would linger on every servant’s breath; even Tineoots’s.

      As she drew closer to the door, she wondered if she should knock, but, first, she decided to see if it was bolted. She reached out, turned the handle.

      And it gave.

      She glanced back over her shoulder and then slipped inside.
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      As Syre brought the door shut behind her, she savoured the warmth for several moments. She felt the feeling return to her cheeks, and then flood down her neck, to her chest.

      Last of all, the feeling returned to her fingers.

      She glanced about her, realising that she stood in darkness.

      Before she had believed the streets to be dark—there was no moon tonight and a quarter of the torches throughout the city had been blown out—but now she had entered a far more profound level of darkness. When she took a step forward, she couldn’t entirely shift the idea that she might be about to take a tumble down into a bottomless pit.

      Instead, though, she felt the insistent point of a dagger at her stomach.

      “Evenin’, stranger,” the dagger owner said. “Took a wrong turn, have ya?”

      Syre felt her body stiffen. Her heart fluttered in her throat. She stared into the gloom, attempting to make sense of the shapes before her, but the darkness seemed to swirl together, to be impossible to separate into any kind of rational order.

      “I’m here for the meeting,” Syre said, keeping her voice firm and even.

      She listened to the hitch of the dagger owner’s breath, could smell the stench of onions and garlic. It almost made her want to double over and retch . . . and wouldn’t that be just the very thing for a princess to do?

      “Meetin’,” the dagger owner said, “What meetin’?”

      Syre felt a fresh wave of cold pass through her veins. Her mind switched back to the information she had overheard from the wise woman, at the market, a week earlier. The wise woman had spoken about the Outcast meeting; about the address, here, the entrance at the back alley of The Soore Whip, a public house which Syre had had the good fortune of avoiding thus far in her residency in Ilsnare.

      The woman’s conspiratorial tone had intrigued her.

      “I was . . .” Syre finally uttered.

      Syre felt the dagger press harder into her stomach.

      She knew that it would take some severe force for the dagger to pierce through the sheepskin cloak, but neither was she in the mood to test the theory.

      “. . . the Outcast!” she finally got out, feeling the dagger press harder still.

      The dagger remained where it was for several seconds, and then she felt it retreat from her. She listened to the dagger owner’s ragged breathing, could feel the warmth emanating from his body.

      She wondered how close he was to her.

      Close enough to reach out and touch, at the very least.

      “What are ya?” the dagger owner said.

      “What?” Syre replied.

      The dagger owner drew another few forceful breaths, then exhaled with a shuddering force. “You Mortal?”

      Syre felt her throat tighten, and she realised that she had no other option. First she nodded, and then, remembering the darkness, and that the dagger owner couldn’t see her, she replied, “. . . Yes.”

      More heavy breathing from the dagger owner, and Syre wondered if he might be about to draw a more deadly weapon, or call for assistance.

      Syre was fairly certain that, if it came down to it—if she really had to protect herself—then she would be able to stand her ground. After all, just like her brother, she had ice magic flowing through her blood. And, what was more, she had a certain ‘gift’ for dark magic . . . if gift was how it could be termed.

      “Sympathiser?” the dagger owner finally got out.

      Syre considered this, absorbed the dagger owner’s tone, and decided that she had better respond in the affirmative. “Yes,” she said, “that’s right.”

      A long pause—one of those pauses which, the longer it existed, made Syre intently believe that she might feel the dagger slit her throat.

      But then the dagger owner said, “Go on through.”

      Unable to quite believe it, Syre blinked away her daze, and then stepped away from the dagger owner, treading deeper into the darkness. She had only got half a dozen steps when she felt the dagger owner take hold of the sleeve of her cloak.

      His lips—dry and scabbed—brushed up against her earlobe. “I’ll be keepin’ my eye on you, stranger, so dontcha try anything, understand?”

      Syre nodded that she did, and then, after another few moments, the dagger owner let her go.
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      SYRE WAS HIT by a cacophony of smells as she trod on in through the doorway, to the room which glowed with the flickering orange light of torches. She breathed in the musky scent of body odour, mixed in with dung and ale.

      But the most prevalent of them all was the stench of rotten eggs.

      It wasn’t since she’d been a child back in Endmere, or while she’d been living in an encampment in the foothills of the Sable Mountains, that she had found herself so bowled over by smell.

      The room was kept in gloom, and, as she stepped forward, she felt the exposed floorboards giving way beneath her feet. She found herself among bundled-up bodies, all of them—like her—wearing hooded cloaks as much to protect their anonymity as to guard against the cold outside.

      There must’ve been thirty, or forty, people.

      It was a back room of the pub, and she could see that a rickety stage had been erected near the front, where a trio of torches hung from the wall, burning away.

      Off to the side of the stage, she could make out another few figures.

      Five of them.

      They too were wrapped in their winter cloaks.

      Hoods drawn down.

      She could hear all manner of languages coming at her from all sides. She had only, in the last few years, begun to converse fluently in the Ilsnare dialect; and she couldn’t hear so much as an uttering of it among this crowd.

      She supposed that the languages being spoken came from all over Shellacnass.

      There was so much to learn in this world, and here she was, cooped up in the Palace with her dour brother, while all those experiences outside the walls of the Crystal City lay in wait.

      She felt an itchy sensation down the back of her neck—the ice magic irritating her veins. A sensation which she had learned to interpret as somebody watching her without her knowledge.

      Sure enough, when she turned to look, she saw that the dagger owner stood in the doorway to the room. Like all the others who surrounded her, he wore a cloak. His face remained in shadow from beneath the hood.

      As Syre caught him staring at her, she thought that she spotted the light reflecting off the surface of his eyeballs.

      Something about the sight disquieted her, but she tried not to think too much about it.

      She knew enough about skulking around in the shadows that, if one was to remain undiscovered, they needed to do so without raising suspicion.

      And that meant not making an impact on others.

      It meant not arousing suspicion in others.

      She turned back to face the rickety stage, and where she could see the cloaked figures breaking from their huddle. One of them trod forward to the front of the stage while the other four all remained at the back.

      When the first speaker raised his—her?—voice, it was full of force, and resonated all about the tight little room. “Brothers and sisters, welcome to tonight’s meeting—the thirteenth meeting of the Outcast.”

      The speaker spoke in the Ilsnare dialect, but with an accent far stronger than Syre’s own.

      Syre turned her attention to those surrounding her.

      She could hear some of them muttering words beneath their breath.

      In their own languages.

      Languages which Syre hadn’t a hope of understanding.

      If only she had more experience of the world—perhaps if she had left behind the protective walls of Ilsnare, ventured out to have her own adventures; just like her brother, Lou, had had his own.

      Perhaps then she would be just as jaded as he was now.

      The speaker at the front of the stage went on to talk about the ‘furthering of the cause’ and the ‘fightback against unjust treatment’, but, as far as Syre was concerned, it might as well have been in a foreign tongue.

      Because she couldn’t comprehend a word.

      What was this all about?

      She found herself glancing back over her shoulder once more, to the dagger owner who stood in the doorway to the back room. Once more, she caught that reflection from within his hood, that glint as the torchlight met with the surface of his eyeballs.

      When she turned back to the front, she realised that the speaker, and those cloaked figures lurking behind, had all bowed their heads, and that they were chanting in some language, unknown to Syre.

      Reminding herself of her goal, to keep herself in among the shadows, to not make waves of any kind, she bowed her head just as they did. And she felt herself, soon, becoming lost in the warbling tone of the chants.

      After about a minute or so of this chanting, the collected figures all straightened up, and turned their attention back to the stage.

      Syre, too, stared back at the stage.

      The speaker cast his—her?—glare over all of them and then declared the meeting over; and wished all present a safe and secure journey back home.

      Syre couldn’t help but feel slightly let down by her little foray.

      She had snuck out of the Palace in search of adventure, in search of intrigue, and she’d found herself in the midst of some secretive—but not all that interesting—society.

      With the others, she waddled her way toward the exit of the back room, already thinking about how she was going to have to run the gauntlet with Tineoots; that, as if he’d been her father, she would need to explain to him precisely where she had been . . . if he didn’t know already. Because, from what Syre had gathered in her time at the Palace, the Council of Ilsnare had a well-developed and intricate network of spies throughout the city; one which had been put in place for decades before Syre first set foot in Ilsnare.

      It was known as the Eye.

      And she was certain that one spy—at the very least—was dedicated to tracking her footsteps at all times; day or night.

      When she had first overheard chatter of the Eye, Syre had become paranoid.

      Many times, in the middle of the night, she had woken to scour her quarters for any sign of observers; but had never found anyone.

      Later—now—she found the existence more of a nuisance than anything malevolent. She had to take care whenever she snuck out of the Palace to ensure that nobody was trailing her. She had taken care tonight. Whether or not she had been followed—whether or not she had been successful in shaking off a follower—she really had no idea.

      As Syre found herself in the doorway to the back room, ready to tread on out with the rest of the assembled people, she felt a sharp tug at her cloak.

      Before she could even think about resisting, she was yanked aside, out of the assembled group. She found herself, once more, with a dagger pressing into her stomach.

      Then a husky whisper.

      “You so much as flinch and I’ll stick you through, stranger.”
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      SYRE CONTINUED to feel the dagger sticking her in the belly as she watched the cloaked figures pass her by. Her heart thumped on hard as she felt the draught from the opened door, out in the side alley she had come through, drift about the back corridors of the pub.

      Once the last cloaked figure had left the room behind, the dagger owner stuck her harder still in the stomach. “This way, stranger,” he said, guiding her in the direction of the stage; where the speaker and his/her four companions continued to lurk.

      Already, Syre felt a chilly sensation drifting down over her. She knew that it was more than just the draught now, that it was brought on from the ice in her blood, and that her magic was warning her of the danger up ahead.

      She had no choice, though, not unless . . .

      “Brotsboore!” the dagger owner called out.

      The cloaked figure who’d addressed the room stirred, then looked over in the dagger owner’s direction.

      For a long while, the cloaked figure appeared to drink in Syre’s appearance—his gaze seemed to almost freeze the blood in her veins; and Syre wondered if she couldn’t feel magic in the air . . . she was quite sure she could. She had become quite attuned to her magic. She practised whenever she had a spare moment to do so, and she had become adept at sensing when magic lingered nearby.

      And she could sense it here.

      The cloaked figures spoke among themselves in a language which Syre didn’t understand, and then, apparently some order having been given—or some mutual, group understanding having been agreed—the hoods all drifted down from the heads.

      And the dagger was removed from Syre’s stomach.

      Her own hood was pulled down too.

      At first it was overwhelming.

      Syre simply couldn’t process the sight.

      All six of the figures who remained in the back room of The Soore Whip had removed the hoods of their cloaks to reveal themselves.

      Creatures.

      All of them.

      First of all, Syre took in the dagger owner, the one who had allowed her entrance, and then denied her exit. To begin with, she couldn’t quite believe what she saw. Couldn’t quite take in that single eyeball which occupied the middle of his face.

      A Cyclops.

      The dagger owner; the Cyclops, stared back at her, unblinking, apparently waiting for her to deliver some verdict on him.

      Then she turned her attention to look at the speaker for the night’s meeting; Brotsboore.

      Horned, rash-red skin.

      A bald, scabby scalp.

      The long, lizard-like snout.

      And black eyes.

      Even through the cloak which Brotsboore wore, Syre could tell that he had pointed shoulders, ones which stuck up against the material like off-cuts of human bone.

      Brotsboore stared long and hard at Syre, then smiled, and said, “Syre Dorf.” He—because Syre was sure that he could be nothing else—gave a mock curtsey. “We are charmed to make your acquaintance, Your Majesty.”

      Although there should’ve been about a million other things on Syre’s mind right at that second, all she could think to say was, “It’s just Syre . . . I don’t have any royal blood.”

      Brotsboore’s eyes widened at this admission, and then he turned back to survey the four behind him. They were equal to him, if slightly stockier, not as gaunt, and weathered as their leader. Once they had each fed Brotsboore a wicked smile, Brotsboore turned his attention back onto Syre. “Might I ask what brings the Princess of Shellacnass to our humble meeting?”

      “I’m not a princess,” Syre replied, tasting the bile in her words, and feeling—even to herself—as if she was some kind of petulant toddler.

      “Still,” Brotsboore continued, “if it’s all the same to you, I would quite like to know the reason for your presence here among us this evening.”

      Syre felt as if thoughts were weaving through her mind.

      Her heart leaped up to her throat, but she swallowed it back down.

      Determined not to be intimidated by these Creatures.

      “I . . . I was just curious,” Syre said, “that’s all—I heard about the meeting . . .”

      “Where?” Brotsboore put in, his expression suddenly switching from being jovial to being quite serious.

      Syre thought for a few seconds, about the wise woman she had overheard at the marketplace. And how she had had doughy cheeks, a merry smile; she might’ve been somebody’s grandmother for all Syre knew, and she had certainly never done anything to hurt anybody.

      From how these creatures were acting, Syre was convinced that they wished nothing but pain and suffering onto somebody who had given away their secret meeting.

      “At a marketplace,” Syre replied, and then added, “I overheard someone.”

      “Who?” Brotsboore said, carefully treading down the steps which led up to the stage—coming closer to her.

      As Brotsboore got closer still, Syre caught the heady, rancid stench of sulphur; a smell like rotten eggs. It sent nausea swirling down to the pit of her stomach. She sunk her teeth down into her lower lip, hoping to mitigate the feeling.

      It only half worked.

      “I . . . don’t know,” Syre replied finally, “I didn’t get a look at them.”

      For a moment, Syre was certain that Brotsboore would continue his advancement toward her, that he wouldn’t be satisfied until he stood with the tip of his nose pressed right up against her own.

      Until she felt his horned skin.

      But he stopped where he was.

      Leaving four or five paces between the two of them.

      Brotsboore cocked his head to one side. “Were you followed?” he said, his voice calmer now, more collected.

      “No,” Syre said, with a shake of her head, glancing back at the Cyclops on her heels. “I don’t think so—”

      “ ‘Don’t think so’, or weren’t?” Brotsboore shot back at her.

      Feeling desperate to get away now, Syre replied, “I wasn’t.”

      “Good,” Brotsboore replied, his tone again calming in a fraction of a second. He stared at her long and hard, and Syre got the feeling that he was wondering just how exactly he should punish her—make it so that she never said anything about this to anyone . . . but then, when he finally did speak, it was as he turned his back on her, as he padded back up the stage to join with the others; the ones like him. “You may leave,” he said.

      Before Syre could think of muttering anything by way of reply, she felt the Cyclops’s sure hold on her arm return; and she felt herself being yanked clear of the back room of the pub. It wasn’t until she was at the door which led out into the side alley that the Cyclops spoke to her. “You’re a lucky gal, Syre.”

      “Really?” Syre said, again trying to keep the blood pumping to her temples out of her voice. “And why’s that?”

      “Anybody else, any other Mortal that Brotsboore had caught there, and they woulda been killed.”

      Somehow, as Syre felt the door slam shut behind her, as she felt the nibble of the night air at her skin once more, she couldn’t help thinking that the Cyclops had been telling the truth.

      She could see no reason why he would lie.
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      SHEILDS SAT AT THE WOODEN TABLE of the kitchen, of the house, where he had grown up. He listened to the yearning silence. It swamped the twisted, cobbled streets outside, and almost seemed to press its meek face up against the glass of the windows, peering in on the warm interior, as if it might be invited in.

      Sheilds propped his elbows on the bare wood of the table and picked at the cold leg of lamb which his brother had served him. His brother’s wife had prepared it for dinner a little earlier, well before Sheilds had arrived, but, to Sheilds, who had subsisted on nothing more substantial than scraps for the past few weeks—on his journey back to Ilsnare—it was a real feast.

      At first, the seasoned meat was almost too much for his taste buds to handle. Whenever he bit into the cold meat, he felt an unpleasant tingling sensation on his tongue; and it was only after he’d taken several bites that he grew accustomed to the feeling.

      From the flickering flame of the candle sitting in the middle of the table, just about strong enough to send the shadows scurrying for the corners, he was aware of his brother—Jhang—standing in the doorway.

      Staring at him.

      Sheilds turned to look at him, took in his ragged, lanky brown hair which seemed to have been smothered in grease. And then he took in his brother’s blotchy, pock-marked skin. He was a fabric merchant by trade and, by necessity, had spent a great deal of his time indoors, seeing to the creation of his materials—or else in stomping about the service quarters of castles, offering his wares to the handmaids.

      If it hadn’t been for his brother’s round belly, and his quickly enlarging jowls, Sheilds wasn’t certain that anybody would’ve been able to tell which one of them had spent the past couple of decades in Onderswort.

      Both of them seemed to have been knocked about by the world.

      “You know,” Sheilds said, “it’s rather off putting having you stand there, watching me eat.” Sheilds gestured across the table, to the bare wooden chair opposite. “Won’t you at least sit down.” Sheilds turned his attention back to the cold lamb, and then uttered beneath his breath as he took another bite, “Have a drink if you must.”

      Jhang continued to stand where he was, apparently unwilling to be shifted.

      Sheilds took exception at this discourtesy. He allowed the cold leg of lamb to slip down onto the table top, where it landed with a thud. He threw his arms up, beamed a smile at Jhang, then said, “Please, brother, won’t you sit? Stop lurking about there as if, at any second, I might shank you in the stomach.” Sheilds raised a slight chuckle, then turned his attention back to his leg of lamb. “I’m not in Onderswort any longer, brother—they’re not the rules I live by anymore.”

      Even as Sheilds said it, he thought about all the men—and women—he had killed on his way here, on his way to the Crystal City.

      There’d been more than a dozen at last count.

      Not that it swelled Sheilds with any sense of profound pride.

      It was just a fact.

      Who he was.

      Finally, Jhang acquiesced, he shifted away, out of the doorway, and trudged over to the chair at the opposite side of the table. He hovered over the chair for a couple of seconds before finally perching on the edge of the seat. Apparently not knowing what to do with his hands, he clasped them together tightly in his lap.

      Sheilds gave him a slight smirk, a shake of his head and then slipped another piece of cold lamb’s flesh in through his lips. “Better,” he said, as he chewed.

      A draught blew in about the floor of the kitchen and Sheilds felt that old familiar enemy—cold—bring his skin out in goose pimples. The draught sent the candle flame flickering, almost extinguishing it, plunging the room into darkness for several seconds before the flame rose up anew.

      Sheilds nodded over Jhang’s shoulder, to the fireplace on the other side of the kitchen. “You wouldn’t spark up a little kindling, would you?” Sheilds said. “It’s just that I’ve grown so weary of the cold—I don’t think that I could stand so much as a single second more of it.”

      Jhang didn’t reply, staring down at his hands clasped in his lap. When he spoke, his tone remained a mumble, almost unable to be heard. “Ain’t no kindling,” he said.

      “Hmm?” Sheilds said, picking at the last of the flesh attached to the leg of lamb. “I’m afraid you’ll have to speak up if I’m to hear you.”

      This time Jhang glanced up, and met Sheilds’s eye. “There ain’t no kindling to be had.” Jhang gave a shake of his head. “Worth more than its weight in gold these days. The Council hands out any of the surplus to the poor in the Burrows so that they have some warmth.”

      Sheilds furrowed his brow. “ ‘The Council’, just what on Earth is that?”

      Jhang gave a shrug, then met his brother’s eye for a fraction of a second. “It’s what happened after the Magical Siege, after Louson Dorf took the Palace.” He shrugged again then rolled his eyes. “He didn’t want the power he took”—here Jhang gave a weak, wary smile—“call him the Hitchking . . . like he went and ‘hitched’ the throne then left it behind.” Jhang shook his head. “Anyway, Louson Dorf assigned it to a Council of Wisemen, just like they do in the magical world.”

      Here Jhang hocked up a wad of phlegm and spat it out at his feet.

      Sheilds felt a little of the phlegm splatter against his trouser leg. For an infraction such as this, Sheilds might’ve found reason to kill . . . but a stranger was one thing, and his brother another.

      Jhang continued, “They’re the ones with the big ideas—ones that’re bringing Ilsnare to its knees faster than you can say.”

      Sheilds chewed up the last of his lamb and then, spying the pile of discarded bones off in the corner of the kitchen, he tossed it over there. It landed with a distant, muted thud.

      When Sheilds looked over the table, to his brother on the other side, he realised that Jhang was staring right back at him.

      “You can’t stay here, you know,” Jhang said. “The wife won’t have it—won’t allow it.”

      Sheilds felt his chest tighten. He had expected something like this. Some sort of resistance. He had had a great deal of time to think about how he might respond to it, and he stuck to that plan now.

      Sheilds crossed his arms over his chest, eyed Jhang for a long few moments. “I’d like you to help me find a job,” he said. “Do you think you’d at least be able to do that?”

      Jhang stayed very still for several moments before finally breaking free. He met Sheilds’s eye, and gave him a decisive nod.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            Ilsnare Palace

          

        

      

    

    
      WHEN SYRE PRESSED HERSELF up against the stone wall of Ilsnare Palace, arriving to the eastern wall, she could hear her heart beating hard in her eardrums. It had been a close call, back there, at The Soore Whip. She could quite easily have got her throat slit.

      So, why was it that she could hardly stop herself grinning from ear to ear?

      Her breathing came shallow and it took a great deal of strength simply to remember to draw the air into her lungs, and then to exhale.

      All over her skin, she felt a prickling sensation; the ice magic which flowed through her veins.

      She glanced up to the ramparts above her. She spotted motion there.

      A Royal Guard.

      She knew enough about sneaking out afterhours that the guards would let fly with their crossbow bolts and ask questions later . . . if the matter of her death at the hands of Royal Guards made it as far as the Council then she was certain the Wisemen would absolve the guard of any responsibility.

      He would only have been following orders.

      She would be the one in the wrong.

      She waited a couple of heartbeats, and then, pressing her body up even harder against the Palace wall, she closed her eyes. She murmured incantations to herself—one of the ones she had learned so long ago, as a mere child, from one of her mother’s books.

      It was a gradual sensation; like the stirring of ice magic within her blood.

      Slowly but surely, she felt an oddly freeing sensation; as if her skin was being painlessly separated from her bones. As if she was leaving some great weight behind.

      She rose up and out of herself.

      Her arms had now taken the form of wings.

      Tiny wings.

      Bird wings.

      A crow’s wings.

      She looked down on her body below, frozen, up against the wall.

      It had taken her so long to reach this level of control, to be able to practise such a subtle level of magic.

      She fluttered up to the ramparts and then extended her talons, readied to land upon the stone.

      When she did land there, she could see out across the whole of the ramparts, to the Royal Guards as they patrolled their ground; swords sheathed in their hilts.

      She settled there, on the stone, for several seconds before rising again.

      She felt the chilly air swilling about the ramparts, blowing around her tiny bird’s body—her crow’s body—but she maintained her force to launch herself upward once more.

      As she soared up higher and higher, she found that she could make out the whole of Ilsnare, the scattering of torches illuminating the labyrinthine side streets. A little way further off, across the city, she made out the River Ils; its surface grim and grey, glistening in the little moonlight which made it through the overcast skies.

      It was never-stopping.

      Seemingly never-ending.

      Syre often fantasised about following its curves out across the plain lands of Shellacnass, of arriving all the way out to the sea, where nobody would know her.

      Nobody would know her as Syre Dorf, ‘Princess of Shellacnass’.

      She would be able to start again.

      Didn’t everyone deserve a fresh beginning?

      She lingered in the air, feeling the swill of the warmth from the rising thermals beneath her wings. And she thought long and hard about just fluttering her wings, leaving her mortal body behind; and following the river out to sea.

      But there was still a doubt lodged in her mind.

      That she wasn’t strong enough.

      That she wouldn’t be able to control her magic.

      And that she would find trouble.

      No matter what she did.

      As this realisation dawned on Syre, she felt her crow’s body sinking in the air, drifting down—gently—to the ground; back to her mortal body.

      When she felt herself return to her body, there was a sudden jerk, as if her brain was getting used to the idea that her spirit might come and go as it pleased.

      She straightened up, felt drained by her efforts; but, at the same time, deeply fulfilled. There was almost nothing else Syre loved more in this world than putting her magic to use.

      And, what was more, she now knew all the guards’ movements.

      And how to sneak her way into the Palace.

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/crowsmindcover.jpg
RAYMOND §

FLEX

%"

CROW'S

MIND

NOVEL






OEBPS/images/ebooklogo.jpg





