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VAL ARQUES
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Archers tugged bowstrings back to their ears. Warriors drew swords in a clatter of iron as they ringed armed riders protecting the woman who had vowed to take this land by storm.

Every bowman, every bladesman looked to their lord on the castle walk, willing his hand to fall.

So tempting to drop his arm. So easy to snatch up his sword and unleash the rage carefully shackled within. Slaughter her guards, take her captive—and call it duty.

But a heartbeat before seizing the blade at his hip, Vraymorg reined in his yearning. Unseemly for a lord, self-indulgent even, to desire bloodshed. Embrace it. But anger filled the hollow place within, and he feared who he was without it.

“Well, where is he?” A rider at the woman’s side shouted up at the guard walk. Wind whipped auburn hair across a surly, young face Vraymorg at once disliked.

“Where is this fiendish bladesman whose deeds maudlin poets spin into legend, this terrible lord of the abyss? Cowering in the shadows? Show yourself, Vraymorg.”

Vraymorg. Yes, they called him that.

But it was just a name to hide his secrets.

They called him lord, too. Lord of these mountains where wind brawled with frosted grass and a bleak sky curved to a rusted horizon. Lord of this gaunt, grey, iron-gated castle.

Its lord? An ugly laugh soured his throat. No. Its prisoner—though the nauseating poets and the singers wandering from hall to hall with their crystal voices did not know it.

A captive of wretched duty, of shame who belonged in this dismal, repellent fortress.

An eternity of pain drenched its ancient keep. Its hulking walls blistered the edge of a rolling gorge like ugly, naked spines. The fangs of its portcullis, crafted from the teeth of the dead, grated into an eerie silence.

Hideous. Forbidding.

Yet for all the spells woven with blood and bone into its stone, she dared ride through this castle’s gates, head disdainfully high, wind streaming a cloak of black dog hair.

She dared bring armed men to this outpost of Telorian rule, their murmurs, chafing metal, and jingling harnesses a discordant riot in the ward.

Rozenn, Queen of Cahir. Young, pretty.

His enemy.

“Wherever you’re hiding—my lord—tell your archers to lower their bows.” The surly man slapped a glove against his horse’s flank. He paused. Smirked. “We have your pup.”

Air swooped in Vraymorg’s gut. He sought Kaell’s blond head among the riders. The boy sat unbowed upon a horse roped to another’s.

“How?” He turned to his captain. “How? We couldn’t find him. How did they?”

Arn Tranter’s scowl guttered an angry scar on his jaw. “Seems these foul Cahireans scooped the boy up somewhere beyond the gorge.”

“The gods take them. I can only hope they don’t know who Kaell is. But take no chances until they surrender him.”

“I assure you, my lord.” Arn clasped fingers about a belted knife, his face stiff with outrage. “They will surrender him.” With a curt nod, he hurried down the stairs to the ward.

Vraymorg braced the parapet, the worn stone beneath his calloused hands barely warm from a bleached autumn sun.

Rozenn’s fire-banners slapped air as cold as liquid silver. Its scents of dried mud, dying wildflowers, and distant smoke stank of emptiness, of the wild, steep hills and lonely hollows of this remote wasteland—unsettling to a man born on the sea cliffs of the Isles.

He swept his eyes across cleared land to wind-scarred rocks. No streaked movement. No sun glittering on helms.

Rozenn was too clever to bring an army against him.

Yet should she threaten Kaell, he’d fall to his knees and surrender this castle, his body, his cursed blood—whatever she demanded in return for the boy.

“I’m losing patience, Vraymorg,” the rider said. “If you want your pup, show yourself.”

At another insolent challenge, fury pricked his skin. His men looked to him. Wind buffeted dying grass. A crow’s caw faded away into an expectant hush.

For a span of wing beats, Vraymorg did nothing but brush his fingers over his worn sword hilt. Anger harnessed for Kaell’s sake, he called from the walk, “Show me the boy.”

Leisurely, the man dismounted. Sunlight gleamed on jewelled steel sheathed in his belt beneath a flowing cloak of finely woven wool. From the garments, the sword, his arrogance—wellborn.

He pulled Kaell off his horse and shoved him forward. “Show yourself.” The man’s grin twisted with malice. “Orphan brat.”

The boy stiffened. Glared. Vraymorg half expected bared fangs and a snarl.

“The bastard calls himself Kaell of Vraymorg,” the man said. “He’s a little knight, apparently. Or a lord. The lord of mud from the look of him.”

His companions hooted laughter and nudged each other. Rozenn said nothing, only looked towards the broken tower, into the murk that hid him.

Wind plucked at a hood covering hair of baked gold. That hair and her banners betrayed who she was, but not why she risked a perilous journey through the gorge. What she wanted.

What she knew…

Nothing. She couldn’t. Not his name. Not his past.

Vraymorg shook off his unease. Still he didn’t move, reluctant to leave the walk. But pitiless duty intruded. As it always did.

Men parted as he trod down the stairs to the ward, his blade’s slap against his thigh the music of slumbering death. Their gazes fell hard, their tongues silent.

The Cahireans, though, murmured behind their hands. “That’s him… Gods, such stories. They can’t be true.” Then even their whispers faded. A hush plunged in the courtyard, taut and eager.

Kaell followed his every step with low-lidded green eyes. A small sword tucked into his belt around a dirty, ripped, woollen tunic. But for the silver bracelet circling his upper arm and kersey cloak, he looked as wild as a wolf’s-head’s whelp.

“You reckless, young fool.” Vraymorg’s relief poured out in fury. “My men searched the gorge for days with no sign of you. Thank the gods you’re safe.”

“Thank the gods, we found him,” the surly man said. “Before ghouls did.”

Kaell spun, jeering. “Stay safe in your bed if you fear ghouls, old man. I want them to come. So I can kill them.”

“Arrogant whelp.” The man chuckled indulgently. “He has more spirit than the rest of you milk-blood Telorians.” He faced his queen. “We should keep him, Your Majesty.”

Rozenn made a poor attempt to hide a smile. “And do what with him?”

“Keep me?” Kaell snorted. “Am I a pet? You can’t keep me. My lord.” He shot Vraymorg a glance stiff with all the affront and elaborate hauteur a nine-year-old boy could muster.

“He teases you, whoever he is.”

The man carelessly bowed. “Tarvan Blackstone. You’ll have heard of me.”

“Nothing good.” Vraymorg lifted a glare to Rozenn. “And you—the queen who vowed to take this land by storm. That was your word. Storm. You say this and dare approach this castle? Tell me why I shouldn’t arrest you and surrender you to my king?”

A silence deepened, thick with menace, ready to accompany him in a bladesman’s dance of blood. How he longed for its familiar, dread steps. That relief of gnawing rage.

One or two Cahirean warriors aware of his reputation edged back. Though the boldest among Rozenn’s women offered appreciative, lingering looks he hardly heeded.

Their queen dismounted. She pushed back her hood. The blue gaze that slowly passed over him ghosted with strangeness, a dusting of the otherworld.

Strange rumours swirled about Rozenn of Cahir. Dangerous rumours. She was, as those fool poets might say, of a mystical bloodline.

“Then you didn’t hear?” Her voice was cool, like shards of moonlight.

“Hear what?”

“All is forgiven. We are, in fact, journeying to Dal-Kanu. Your king invited me to celebrate peace between our lands. I seek nothing more than hospitality, Vraymorg.”

“Then it appears I must offer you that—Your Grace.”

At his discourtesy, Rozenn smiled. In a tone equally insincere, she said, “I thank you for your warm reception. In return, I bring a gift. And give you back this child found wandering.”

Indignant, Kaell said, “I don’t wander. I hunt.”

“Hunt,” Vraymorg echoed in disbelief. He grasped Kaell’s shoulders. “Hunt? What if ghouls or Varee slavers found you?”

The boy mimicked his lord’s usual stance with a thrust of hands to hips. Such a small gesture, yet Vraymorg tasted brackish sadness. The boy looked up to him. But he could never be what Kaell wanted. What he deserved.

“I can take care of myself.” Kaell’s prideful tone also echoed his.

“With no boots and a useless blade? Did your wits desert you?”

Beneath his lord’s stare, Kaell’s boldness wilted. He scuffed toes across dirt. “I—I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disappoint you.”

And there it was. The undercurrent of need beneath the words. Almost unbearable.

Vraymorg beckoned to a slender, ruddy-faced man. “Ewen, take Kaell to his room. Have the physician see to his cuts and scrapes.”

As Kaell trailed after the servant, he traced the boy’s steps, a faceless fear weighing his shoulders. The gods willed he keep this child safe. Prepare him for the malign struggle ahead. But how to protect Kaell from himself?

At a swift intake of breath behind, he turned. Rozenn’s hand stilled on a fold of her gown, her brows arched, her stare on his exposed wrists.

Vraymorg dragged an etched bronze bracelet over his scars. He looked at his wind-whipped banners, their insignia that of a king he despised but would follow to the tower tomb. All the while self-loathing roiled, its bitterness in his mouth.

“I’m obliged to you for returning Kaell, Your Grace,” he said, his tone elaborately polite. “The gods only know why he ran off.”

Rozenn tore her eyes from the bracelet, a disarming smile burying a flicker of speculation, even triumph. “Surely it’s obvious, Vraymorg.” She paused as if to let the stillness settle about her words. “The boy ran off to do as his gods bid him—kill ghouls.”

Men muttered uneasily. Arn’s grope at his blade rattled steel against a belt clip, the sound brittle. Angry.

“For what else”—she clearly relished their discomfort—“can Khir’s bonded warrior do?”

Vraymorg flinched as if struck. Whispers faltered. Tense looks flicked from him to Rozenn. A caw as a bird flapped from a tower lifted hairs along his arms.

“I don’t know what you mean, Your Grace.”

With ringed fingers, Rozenn tapped an impatient rhythm on a low-slung girdle. “Do you take me for a fool, Vraymorg? Khir’s signs mark his flesh. The battle god claims this boy. You train him to slay ghouls. How desperate you must have been when he ran off, my lord.”

Desperate? Maybe so. But now he owed her something for Kaell’s return?

“You spoke of hospitality.” Annoyance clipped his words. “The ancient lords did not build this fortress to accommodate a queen. We shall, however, try to make you comfortable. Once you’ve rested, it will be my pleasure to entertain you in the feasting hall.”

“The pleasure will be mine.”

Vraymorg frowned. Her provocative smile held meaning he could not unravel.

“First, let me give you this.” Rozenn drew out a book, its leather cracked with age.

“A book?”

“No. It is a warning.”

He glanced up sharply. Fading light shadowed her face. Hard to read. But a sibilant murmur prickled his spine. The wind? Its whisper coiled all day, sentient, a portent of danger that soaked down into him like rain.

“I don’t understand.” A lie. He knew too well the malevolence within this book.

“It contains writings about the boy. Kaell is, after all, the Nineteenth Bonded Warrior.”

Reluctantly, panic scraping his gut, Vraymorg took the book in his fingertips. How did she get hold of this? “Even if that were true, it hardly concerns you—Your Grace.”

Only the knifing wind sat between them. That, and centuries of secrets.

Rozenn leaned close. “You know,” she said. “You know the truth.”

He did not reply. His heart drummed against ribs.

“We must talk.” Rozenn grasped his arm. “Alone.”

“We’ll talk, yes.” Vraymorg snatched at duty to mask his alarm. “First, my steward will find you suitable rooms. See to your men.”

Shrugging off her touch, he strode away. He would not look at the book. He would not. But it drew his glance. And his shudder.
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A BRANCH TAPPED STONE like gnarled talons scouring iron. The wind brushed his skin, damp and cool.

Beyond Vraymorg’s window, the moonless night fell away into a basin of soft sounds and shadows, broken only by braziers flaring on the wall walk where sentries muttered and stamped their feet.

How vast the wilderness beyond the rutted great gorge seemed with its abandoned cities of red stone, its knotted forests, and sleek, turgid rivers where only Varee slavers flourished and ghouls hunted human prey.

Against such lawless chaos, the decay of civilisation far from the reach of kings and queens, this Telorian castle was surely as impotent as a buckle shield against Seithin steel.

Loneliness boiled up. He was just as impotent. An Isles man displaced. Alone. Damned.

At first Vraymorg mistook the knock at his door for a shutter whipped by a gust. Until it came again. Insistent.

With a weary sigh, he looked up from tedious accounts. Perhaps Ewen might stomp in with complaints about their Cahirean guests camped in the ward, or Arn with a report from the watch. Even Kaell, his eyes clouded, seeking comfort from tormenting dreams.

“Yes?”

The door creaked. Seeing who stood there, he blinked, tried not to gape. Cold foreboding hammered down his backbone, but his heart sprang.

Rozenn said not a word, only walked inside. Her satin cloak whispered over floorboards like fingertips on skin. Her bare feet sank into a threadbare rug.

She possessed a sleepwalker’s ethereal fragility. Her unbound hair tangled and beautiful, lids languidly lowering over her glistening, long-lashed eyes.

“Your… Grace?” Vraymorg stammered. “I… can I help you?”

She looked at him. Just looked.

Wind gnashed stonework. An owl hooted. Wings beat air. A bell tolled sweetly in the distant well house. A candle guttered with a last fizzle against cool air.

“I know who you are.” Her voice was breathy. “Who you really are, Val Arques. I know what you’ve done, why you hide here. I know who hunts you and what they will take from you if they can. But for all your menace, you’re too young to be the keeper of such secrets.”

With deliberate care, Vraymorg pushed back his chair and rose to light a new candle. He did not bother to deny her words. But they tore a bitter laugh from him. “You expected a grizzled, grey-haired man, stooped beneath the burden?”

Candlelight glowed on golden hair. Her rose and vanilla perfume wisped as she moved very close.

“You are younger and more beautiful than I expected, true. But you move with the grace and confidence of a man certain of his formidable skill. Like an Isles bladesman trained in the mysteries and mysticism of the Serravan.”

“There is no Serravan. Not for centuries.”

“And yet, only a Serravan bladesman could hold these mountains against ghouls. Or hold on to himself beneath this shroud of duty.”

Her gaze dropped to his wrists. “Hold on to himself,” she repeated, her smile ironic.

“What do you want, Rozenn of Cahir? Why are you here?”

A shrug. “I brought you a gift.”

“You brought me a curse. That book is evil.”

Rozenn released a breath. “I am right. You do know about the boy.”

Vraymorg flung his glance from her. By candlelight, the few objects in his drab room looked jarringly unfamiliar. A cloak flung carelessly over his chair, his discarded weapons belt and long-bladed sword, a knife with a jewel-clustered hilt.

Few possessions and he valued none of them.

“I know.”

“And what will you do?”

“Nothing.”

She swung on him with words. “Are you so arrogant? Give me Kaell, and I’ll do what you’re afraid to.”

“You’d spill his blood? A child’s?”

“And bring Khir’s curse upon my head? Even I, a Cahirean, respect the old gods of Telor. I won’t spill a drop. Though, if the omens prove true, I’ll bloodlessly execute Kaell when he is older. I am not cruel. It’ll be quick.”

“How old is old enough to die?” Vraymorg forced his fist through air to beat back her meaning. “Do your vicious gods set an age?”

“The priests and priestesses did. Yes.”

They glowered across a chasm of mistrust. The room filled with a yowling wind, a rattle of shutters, the fire’s crackle. Yet something else ripened, too strange, ripped from his longing, his emptiness.

Her glare softened to a sad smile. “How alone you must feel here, Val Arques. An Isles bladesman in these desolate mountains.”

He made no reply. Not just her beauty, but a yearning to feel, to escape his loneliness just for one night, quickened his heart to chaos.

She took a step closer, even closer, touching fingertips to his lips. “Such a sensuous mouth for a killer, my lord.”

Vraymorg did not draw away. The atmosphere needled with that intimacy of warriors locked in a fight to the death, akin to passion. Enlivening but dangerous.

Rozenn’s cloak slid from her shoulders to puddle on stone. Candlelight gleamed on bare skin, shadowed soft, sweet curves.

“Is that what you want of me, Rozenn of Cahir?” he whispered, his hand moving to the nape of her neck. Her hair was as soft as a child’s.

Beneath his palm she trembled as she fell against him. He closed his arms about her. Desire blazed hot and fast in his groin, a carnal ribbon of fire through every muscle.

With ragged breaths, Rozenn stripped off his garments.

He pressed his lips to hers with a savagery born of loneliness, his caresses roaming hungrily from tangled hair to breast to hip.

When they tumbled onto the bed, wind fanged his naked back. Vraymorg thought he heard a warning in its moan. Though it might only be Rozenn’s cry as she arched beneath him.
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A GRINDING WOKE HIM. The creaking portcullis. The room was cold; the blankets were tangled about his ankles, the indented bed empty but still warm from where Rozenn slept.

Vraymorg sat up fast. He rose and padded to the windows. Moonlight gleamed on faces beneath hoods, on sword hilts as riders threaded through the gatehouse.

The Cahireans. Leaving before dawn.

Vraymorg turned for his cloak. His breath cut.

A thin, silver blade, its hilt ivory, protruded from his pillow. A forbidden Seithin temple knife that pinned parchment to spilled feathers.

Heart clamouring in his chest, he ripped the knife out, snatched up the paper, and took it into the moonlight. He read:

Generous, indeed, Val Arques. Tonight you gave me the throne of Telor. You, my lord, have brought on the very storm you fear.


KAELL

YEAR 12 IN THE REIGN OF CATHMOR
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The man on the ground squirmed beneath Kaell’s blade. Sunlight drummed his dropped helm. “Bastard,” he said. “Bastard.”

Kaell grinned. Probably. “You yield to this bastard, then?”

His opponent scraped words through gnashed teeth. “Curse you. Yes. I yield.”

Kaell’s grin widened. That made six. All heralded warriors vanquished at the point of his sword, its clank, its whir a sweet, sweet melody for this dance of death upon a field streaked with blood and purple wildflowers.

But for the needle-thin keep of Knight’s Spike circled by forest-crusted hills, it might be any tournament ground, anywhere in Telor. The silk and canvas of pavilions and banners snapped in the breeze. The cacophonic roil of clashing metal and squeaking leather cut air hazy with summer’s honeyed warmth and smoke from a distant forest fire.

A milling crowd, vividly clad in a rainbow of dyed linens and straw hats, shouted and jeered as bladesmen hewed, hacked, sweated, bled for their amusement.

Kaell whipped his sword from his opponent’s throat. As he stepped back, spectators cheered. A muted roar.

They desired a tangle of steel and flesh. Black fountains of blood. Sheared limbs. Screams. They wanted the victor to rip off his helm, brazenly kiss a young woman in the crowd and thrust his sword skyward with all the theatrics of a bawdy farce.

Not a quick, controlled victory from an unnamed warrior, iron hiding his face and hair.

Too bad. He didn’t fight to please them.

Nor did he fight to please the grim-faced Downs lord, Nate Caelmarsh, watching in comfort from his cushioned seat upon a platform.

Kaell fought to please one man. A man who wasn’t here to see his victories. Though again and again his gaze sifted the jostling mob, half dreading, half hoping that man might come.

“A bet,” cried one of Caelmarsh’s companions. The speaker wore a plain-dyed but embroidered doublet, stained with wine. He clasped his goblet with a nobleman’s soft hands.

“Two pieces of silver says the next challenger puts this too-tidy swordsman in the dirt.”

“Done,” said a young woman with tumbling brown curls and curved, red lips. She tossed Kaell a bold smile. “Win for me, stranger.”

He bowed, his glance shifting uneasily to Caelmarsh, master of these soft, green lands sweeping north to the Mountains, south to the Isles, fat with wheat and citrus orchards and scented of rich, resinous earth.

But the Downs lord only gulped wine, unaware the young man he had vowed to kill stood a mere few lengths from him.

Kaell choked a careless laugh. He’d die young. Bloody. But whatever his fate, it wasn’t to rot in some dank prison because time failed to soften an ageing lord’s grudge.

“Stop that man.”

A warrior with age-blackened iron covering his face and hair shouldered past a protesting marshal onto the field. A herald scampered after him, plucking at the newcomer’s scarlet tunic. “Stop. You’re not on the lists.”

The warrior spun. Threw a fist. The herald hit the ground hard.

Outrage erupted. Agitated marshals shouted for soldiers. Sensing the unexpected, spectators rushed to the fence. A low murmur rippled, built to shouts.

Ignoring the tumult, the stranger strode right at Kaell as if intent on fighting only him.

Kaell gripped his hilt. His scalp prickled with that thrill of challenge, of danger that banished all else. Smothered the lump of fear in his gut.

Not fear of death. Fear at what he could do. At how easily he could lose control and hurt this man. Fear he wanted to.

Still the stranger came at him. He ignored the groaning herald, the stirred-up crowd. With no warning, no word, his sword flashed as he thrust at Kaell’s thigh.

Out of position, Kaell shuddered back. His leaping blade barely scraped the blow aside.

The stranger laughed. As though gripped by battle trance, he blinked sleepily through his helm’s slits.

Kaell bit down on a surge of anger. He dipped a shoulder and shoved.

The man lazily yawed a step. “Is that all you’ve got?” His wilted blade invited an attack.

Willingly, Kaell jabbed a probe. Swordplay was a conversation. A lunge or beat was a question, a parry an answer. Even a false reply uncovered patterns in an opponent’s slashes.

The warrior responded with a limp, disinterested stroke.

Knowing this game, Kaell swung hard, forcing the man to dodge.

The stranger unleashed a maelstrom of shrieking hacks and cuts. Kaell leapt back. Then he counterattacked with battering, flurried steel. Slash, stab, hew.

Swords collided, scraped, leapt, cut, the combatants at once swept up in a torrent of slashing swordplay. Boots churned dirt and flattened blood-splattered blossoms. Breath hissed from tightening chests.

Thrust, retreat, thrust again. Steel whistled through steaming air, singing blades seeking flesh but finding only metal in a lethal tempest that surely pleased the most demanding gods.

The crowd roared at every blow, at every dizzying step. Cheering as blades pealed in a whirlpool of blue-sparked steel.

Kaell hacked, hammered at shoulders, smashed low, determined to wound, not kill. For all his speed and skill, a metallic assault dogged him, a deceptive hunt of whirring death.

Soon sweat drenched his armpits and matted hair beneath his helm. Thought condensed to staccato notes. Wear him down. Keep control. Do not kill. A bonded warrior must kill only ghouls, not men.

Nor would he yield. He was too proud. So his sword streaked like lightning, seeking openings to wound.

The stranger answered every stroke then rained blows with a catlike balance and an unnatural calm. Unable to pierce Kaell’s defence, he changed tactics to retreat with a lowered blade. Kaell shadowed his steps but refused to rush an attack.

As if recognising the bait dangled uselessly, his opponent smote deep and fast.

Kaell’s training screamed parry, but he recklessly leapt into the thunderous strike, hilt grinding from tip to pommel. Swords caught, the two pressed blade to blade, body to body, their eyes locked in a private, perverse bonding.

The stranger’s breath steamed his cheek. The helm’s slits rimmed eyes like dark crystal. “They said you were fearless—Kaell.”

Kaell jolted with alarm. His face hidden, no one here knew his name. Who was this man?

Sunlight sparked on metal. The stranger fisted a knife in his other hand. He stabbed. Kaell jerked back. But the knife followed. It ripped through cloth and skin, its bite sharp. Blood pooled below his hip.

No time to recognise pain. The man already cleaved at his legs. Kaell smashed his sword down. The shudder of blades nearly wrenched his from his hand.

Unbalanced, he flung an arm at his opponent’s chest. The stranger stumbled. Enraged, he bellowed and swung high.

Kaell spun to one knee. Steel swished a hair’s breadth from his scalp. He sprang up with a yell and punched the man in the jaw.

The warrior crumpled. His dislodged helm clunked to the ground.

Ponderously he rose, kicked the helm away, and stood tall and unbowed, with a finely chiselled face, arrogantly stretched neck—

And an inhuman shade of blond hair. Freed from the helm it tumbled about broad shoulders, darkly golden, long, and glinting.

Shock anchored Kaell. He could only stare at that hair, a creep at the back of his neck.

All sound drained away. Marshals circled. One pointed a wavering finger at the blond warrior. In a voice thick with horror, he cried, “Ghoul. He’s a ghoul.”

Swords scraped from scabbards. Guards ran onto the field. The crowd’s whispers rose to gasps, then shrieks of terror. Most shrank back. The braver, or drunker, pressed forward.

The ghoul’s gaze held on Kaell. “Khir’s warrior. Well, well. You’re a long way from home, little flower.”

Kaell snapped from his trance. Waving the guards back, he curled gloved fingers tighter about his hilt.

“So are you. This is the Downs. Doesn’t your kind prefer to cower in the Mountains?”

“My kind.” The ghoul only laughed. “What do you know of my kind, orphan brat?”

A clumsy taunt. Kaell grinned chillingly. No need now to check his strokes, to limit his sword arm. Before him stood a monster, and his god and his lord bid him to slay monsters.

“Here to kill me, ghoul?”

“Sadly, my master forbids it. Though he says nothing about making you bleed while I deliver his message.”

“I have a message for you too.”

Roaring, Kaell leapt in. His sword sliced, stormed, thrashed. A song burst up. No longer restrained, his body, his will, gladly surrendered to training and instinct. To darkness.

The ghoul edged back, then back again, grunting in surprise as he struggled to keep out streaming thrusts.

Kaell sprang again, his blade humming as it devoured distance.

A cold joy bolted within. Hard to kill a ghoul warrior, but his god had gifted him with unnatural strength and speed. This would end as it always did when he fought ghouls. In blood—but not his.

The ghoul blocked and swept steel. Again, their swords locked. The two strained against each other, rasped breath expelled in air sharp with the odour of sweat, damp hair, and skin.

“This is amusing,” the ghoul said. “Why I’ve even worked up a sweat. But you cannot beat me. I am Lastenarron, a Lord of the Night.”

“Lord of the Night or not,” Kaell said. “You’ll still die the same.”

“You’re sweet, but you know nothing, child. Soon you’ll journey to the Waste Mountains. My master says if you come to him, he promises the answers you seek. The truth about who you are.”

“What?” Kaell shivered. “Who is this master?”

As slippery as a fish, Lastenarron freed his blade, ducked beneath Kaell’s whirring sword and ran. The young warrior spun to follow.

A marshal shouted, “After the ghoul. Don’t let him get away.”

Guards wearing Downs badges took up the chase. Lastenarron reached the fence and vaulted into the crowd, light striking his drawn sword, discordant shouts and screams scattered in his wake.

Kaell forced a path after him. Lost his target. Hearing shrieks, he ran towards them.

The crowd splintered around him, desperately charging in the other direction. A dazed woman clutched a bawling girl to her breast as he ran by. A man pointed, “That way.”

The ghoul dashed past billowing pavilions, a guard on his heels. Panicked figures dispersed like a flock of squawking birds.

The guard shouted a challenge. Lastenarron pivoted. Thrust. His pursuer parried.

Their violent clash of blades spun the guard’s sword high.

Unarmed, he tried to back up, but the ghoul grabbed him.

Kaell broke into a sprint, shouting, “No!”

“There you are, Kaell.” Lastenarron squeezed an arm about the guard’s throat. “I want you to know you can’t save him. You can’t save anyone. The true god of this land will soon be free. He’s coming.”

The guard writhed, his face contorted in terror. Lastenarron did not look at him. He held his eyes on Kaell as he sank his teeth into soft flesh. Blood spouted from the man’s neck. A woman wailed, the sound quickly drowned by horrified cries.

Lastenarron flung his prey down, lunged at a nearby man, and with one wrench, tore his head from his neck.

As blood and bone from the man’s crushed vertebrae sprayed, the ghoul roared in glee and dropped the convulsing torso. He shouldered into a thinning mob, bunting bodies aside with his fists.

Seething with outrage, Kaell tore after him, ready to leap and cleave with steel.

A staff shot out. Kaell hit it, coiled, dropped, and lay breathless, his sword at his side. A dark-haired man reached down a hand with an apologetic grimace. “Sorry. I didn’t see you.”

Wind nibbled at his sky-blue linen shirt, red bandana, and green cowl. A low-slung belt about leather pants sheathed a jewelled knife. Silver coiled his arms and ears.

Kaell growled. Ignoring the offered hand, he jumped up, snatched his sword, and whirled this way and that. No sign of the ghoul.

He rushed back to find others gathered around the decapitated body. Nearby, a grey-haired, beak-nosed man bent over the fallen guard. “Is he—?”

The man looked up from his knees and shook his head.

Kaell heaved an angry, helpless sigh. It fell to him to stop Lastenarron. To save these men. Curse the silvered peacock who got in his way.

An uncomfortable thought struck him. The peacock spoke with a Mountains lilt and dressed like the gaudily colourful Varee—slavers and thieves from the wastelands beyond the great gorge. Did he deliberately interfere? Why?

A hand brushed his sleeve. Kaell turned.

“The ghoul got away?” A marshal led a knot of ill-assorted warriors hastily called from their pavilions.

“Yes.”

“Or maybe you let him escape. Given how well you fight, maybe you’re a ghoul too. That one also hid his face. Is that why you’ve hidden yours too? Take off that helm. Let us see who—or what—is beneath.”

“No one.” Kaell took a step back.

“Stop that man.” A new voice rang out.

Kaell wheeled. Trailed by armed retainers, the Lord of the Downs stomped towards him.

He looked older, his lank hair receded, shoulders stooped towards his mound of a belly, at odds with his gaunt limbs.

The vicious, ruby-lipped mouth was the same though. Still made for sly insults and quick judgements. Just as it had been all those years ago when this man travelled to Vraymorg on the king’s orders to judge him.

Nate Caelmarsh jabbed a gnarled finger at Kaell. “Show your face. Or we’ll gut you.”
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HE WOULD NOT REMOVE the helm. He would not reveal his dark-blond hair that drew glances so hostile they fell like a slap.

I’m not Seithin, Kaell wanted to shout when strangers whispered behind their hands and traced signs against evil at the sight of him. How can I be? The Seithin are dead. Hunted down.

The crowd thickened. Necks craned, men and women jostled for the best view, attracted by the marshal’s threats, their lord’s booming voice and the scent of bloody entertainment.

A drunken voice slurred, “Kill the ghoul.” Others pressed forward, fists clenched, shouting, “ghoul, ghoul, ghoul.”

Caelmarsh poked a finger again. “His face. I must see his face.”

Soldiers blocked Kaell. He tried to edge around. “Here, what is this?” They shadowed him.

The marshal leaned, his breath unpleasantly warm. As if worried he was wellborn, he used his knife to lift a stray strand of Kaell’s sweat-darkened hair.

“You’re Mountains-born from the way you speak, stranger. With the same colour hair as that ghoul. And you fight too well—like a ghoul. How many men did you put in the dirt? Five? Six?”

“I’m no ghoul,” Kaell muttered. Angrily he poked straying fair hair beneath his helm.

“Gut the ghoul,” a woman said. Other drunken voices picked up the cry amid a smattering of fearful mutterings and hisses. Spectators strained to get closer.

The marshal bellowed for silence. He faced Kaell. “Remove the helm. Or I’ll ask my lord for permission to rip your head off with it.”

The mob’s stares stabbed with macabre excitement. Desiring blood. How long before they attacked him? How long could Kaell bluff before an impatient Caelmarsh ordered his arrest?

He tore off his helm and flung it at his feet. Unlaced and shrugged out of his leather doublet.

Was this what they wanted? What would they see? A celebrated warrior? Or someone not quite human?

Kaell lifted his head, daring them to judge him as he stood arms bared from shoulder to wrist, clad only in a thin tunic, pants, and boots.

He could be any warrior aged twenty. Muscles knotted his back and arms, his thighs moulded by years drilling with the blade.

Once Kaell complained that though he was tall, his lord still towered over him, only for Vraymorg to smile and assure him his build offered better balance in swordplay.

He looked exactly as a Telorian bladesman should. Except—

Except for his dark-blond hair falling to his shoulders, its shade uncommon since the fall of Seithin. Except for the tattoos disfiguring his arms, their dark whorls swirling across his shoulders onto his neck.

Onlookers gaped, gasped. They nudged each other, poking fingers at his hair then Khir’s sigils on his skin. A soldier recoiled.

The marshal stammered, “Apologies, I’m sure. We didn’t know the battle god’s bonded warrior fought here today.” He backed away.

“Wait,” Caelmarsh said. “Hold him. I permit you to lay hands on him.”

Soldiers grabbed Kaell’s arms. Indignant, he struggled, but their grips only tightened.

The Lord of the Downs stepped through his guards, lips moving in soundless fury. He grasped Kaell’s chin with a bony hand. “You,” he said. “You dare come here.”

Unblinking, Kaell met Caelmarsh’s glare. A silence fell about them and lengthened… and still lengthened. Beneath it crept barbed memory neither would look at.

Caelmarsh clawed a cracked wheeze from deep in his throat. “No,” he said. “Not here. Not while others watch.”

He let Kaell go with a shove, turned, and shouldered past the startled marshal. His soldiers followed.
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KAELL’S BREATH HAMMERED OUT. Stupid to think he could come to Knight’s Spike without trouble. Bitterly he scooped up his helm and doublet and pushed into the crowd. Their murmurs picked up then fell away as he parted them.

At twenty he was old enough, surely, to laugh off the whispers, the stalking glances, but they prickled like coarse sackcloth against his skin.

It didn’t matter that the gods chose him, that he’d die young to keep these people safe in their soft lands far from the Mountains. They still feared him. Resented him as a son of privilege, arrogant and spoilt—just as his lord had warned him long ago.

Kaell, just fifteen, had laughed it off. “Why should I care what others think? I know who I am.”

Vraymorg’s dark eyes flashed with amusement. He reached to ruffle Kaell’s hair, only to whip his hand back as if afraid to show affection.

“I don’t care,” Kaell repeated stubbornly.

But he did. Not about the judging stares. He cared that Vraymorg didn’t muss his hair the way he patted the heads of young grooms or girls playing hopscotch in the castle ward.

A hard man, Vraymorg. The king’s man in the Mountains.

The closest to a father Kaell had ever known.

Sometimes he lay in his bed at the fortress of Vraymorg, moonlight carving patterns on the ceiling, wondering about his mother, his real father. Perhaps he was Venivan, given his blond hair. Or Tarlean-ah, from beyond the Ice Sea.

The one time he dared ask his lord, Vraymorg’s curt, “I don’t know,” his stiff shoulders, the edge to his voice meant: we don’t talk about this.

Forcing the past away, Kaell dragged his doublet down over his head and walked on.

Men exchanging coins glowered as they looked up. No doubt they bet against him, not knowing who he was. More fool them.

A stringy man with dirt-smeared, hollowed cheeks bounded after him.

“So the unheralded swordsman is unmasked,” he said. “Khir’s bonded warrior. We are privileged, I’m sure. You want some advice, bonded warrior? You fight too cleanly. Spill a little blood, and the crowd will warm to you.”

Kaell ignored him. He needed to be far from Caelmarsh before the Downs lord thought better of letting him leave.

The man dogged him. “Aw, don’t go off sore. I’ll wager you can win the tournament.”

He blew his nose on a dirty sleeve. Sniffed. “Not that it’s much of a tournament. No Isles warriors here. With their harsh training, you always bet on Isles bladesmen at tournaments, don’t you? Once I saw Aric Caelan fight. Years ago, but I’ll never forget it.”

Kaell pushed past. The words, though, kindled a fierce longing.

You always bet on Isles bladesmen.

The Isles produced the best swordsmen. Always had. Could he call himself a bladesman without matching steel and wits against the best?

Yet no Isles man had risked entering a tournament for two years. Their lord warred against the King of Telor. Hatton’s warriors, especially his son Aric, were called upon to defend its walled towns, not defend their reputations in games.

His gaze drifted to the field as heralds announced new combatants. Men swaggered out to fight, legs brushing wildflowers that bowed and waved in the soft breeze. Kaell envied the flowers their nakedness. Sweat trickled uncomfortably down his neck.

Idly he slapped a fly and turned to search the crowd again for one man.

His lord was not here.

Deep within, Kaell knew Vraymorg would not come. Not this time. But nothing rational took away his longing, his constant, mortifying need for proof his lord cared about him. He badly wanted this man to follow—even if drawn only by anger.

His throat lumped at an echo in his mind of their argument two days ago. His unprovoked, sharp words. The way Vraymorg’s face tightened just before his lord hit him.

Kaell touched his bruised cheek. The blow fell too fast to avoid. It didn’t hurt. But it humiliated. And he did what he always did when ashamed.

He ran. Hid his face beneath a helm, disobeyed Vraymorg to enter a tournament to prove he controlled both his formidable skill and his temper.

If only his lord watched him fight, how he faced the ghoul, unafraid—

What? He might be proud?

A stale taste rolled about his mouth. Vraymorg ruled the Mountains, with more to concern him than—what? What was he to this man?

“You’re a burden,” a sly-tongued brute had told Kaell at sixteen. “A possession. No better than a slave.” Kaell had run from his vile words. The man laughed and shot an arrow into him.

Vraymorg carried him wounded to the keep, his face etched with misery. Emboldened by his lord’s concern, comforted by the strength of his arms, Kaell fought tears of pain to whisper, “Am I? Am I a burden?”

He might have asked: Am I loved? Who am I? He didn’t. He wasn’t ready for those answers. Not really.

His lord’s eyes were wet. Yes, he remembered that. But sinking into a poppy-juice sleep, he couldn’t recall Vraymorg’s reply. Only knew he didn’t hear “You’re loved. Like a son.”
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A HAND FELL upon his arm. With a hopeful gasp, Kaell snapped from the past back to the tournament field and its blur of cheers, scraping metal, and colours. Did his lord come after all? Did he care enough to follow him?

His shoulders fell. “Arn.”

The man before him stood taller than most, heavy with muscle with huge calloused hands and thick legs. Braided, greying hair clumped at his sun-darkened neck like a cropped tail. A worn leather scabbard drooped at his hip. Its plain sword, the hilt unadorned by niello or gems, was like the man—straightforward, practical, no-nonsense.

“Who did you expect? Vraymorg?”

Kaell scuffed a boot across ground. “No.”

Arn dropped his hand. He sighed heavily. “He won’t come, boy. Not this time.”

“Why should I care?”

“You’re hurt.” Arn said. “Bleeding.”

Kaell clamped a palm over the seeping wound. “It’s nothing.”

“I heard talk of a ghoul—”

“He came for me, Arn.” A torrent of words spilled. “Here. In the Downs. Can you believe that? We fought. The ghoul ran off. Killed a guard and another man. I couldn’t save them—”

Kaell stopped, dismayed. He had failed his gods. Failed his lord.

Arn’s dark-eyed look rested knowingly. “I wonder how the ghoul found you. It took me two days to track you down.”

“I wasn’t hiding. I was just—”

“What? Fighting tournaments for a handful of gold?”

Kaell rolled his sword’s pommel beneath his palm, its knurl cool and smooth as though worn by hundreds of hands before his. He scraped the blade from its scabbard, jammed it back. In and out. In and out. The sound jarred. A fingernail down his spine.

“Why not?” He laughed without humour. “I could use that gold to go anywhere in Telor. Perhaps fight Venivan raiders and pirates as a bladesman in service to the Lord of the Isles.”

“The Lord of the Isles who rebels against the king.” Arn shook his head. “The Lord of the Mountains—your lord—is loyal to that king. Are you ready to turn traitor?”

Kaell shrugged. “The Lord of the Falls, then. Or even the Icelands.”

“The Icelands.” Arn scoffed in disbelief. “You? Serve the haughty Damadars? No, this is nonsense. A warrior bonded to Khir doesn’t fight for Ice lords. Nor should he waste his skills fighting tournaments. The truth, lad. Why are you here?”

Arn’s eyes held understanding, compassion. Kaell wanted to recoil from both.

“Why, Kaell?”

Again he groped for his sword, jagging it up and down. His need blurted out in a desperate flurry. “We argued. My lord struck me. I thought he might be sorry, might come after me.” Kaell broke off with a self-mocking laugh. “I don’t know what I thought.”

Arn squeezed his shoulder. “What do you want from him?”

Kaell shrugged, unable to voice his longing.

“It’s always my lord this, my lord that with you.” Arn gently teased. “You’re no longer a child wandering the gorge with a wooden sword pretending to hunt ghouls. You’re a warrior chosen by the gods. You need not bend your knee to any man, even Vraymorg.”

“It’s not that simple.” Unbidden, those sly words echoed in his mind again: No better than a slave, a burden. He shoved them aside.

“What did you and Vraymorg fight about?”

“Why do you have to know everything? You’re not my father.”

Arn’s face clouded with hurt. Quietly he said, “No, but I am your friend.”

Kaell rubbed the pommel, regretting his sharp words. Arn never tried to take Vraymorg’s place. As his captain and friend, he had every right to ask why Kaell ran.

Why did he? What did he hope to prove? Was it as childish as hoping his lord would chase after him to show he cared? Was that the painful, pathetic truth?

If he couldn’t admit the truth to himself, then he’d never be truthful with others.

Vraymorg taught him that. Vraymorg. Vraymorg. His lord shaped him. Everything he knew, what he was, even what he owned was all because of Vraymorg.

No better than a slave.

“I wanted to test myself at this tournament.” He gulped a breath. “To show I’m a warrior like any other. Nothing less, but nothing more. Nothing unnatural—inhuman.”

“Unnatural. Inhuman. Don’t do that to yourself.”

“My Lord forbade me to come, insisting I must prepare to ride to Dal-Kanu, that the king bids us kill ghouls in the Waste Mountains. That I can’t waste my skills at tournaments. I told him I’ll do as I liked, that just because he’s too cowardly to defy the king—”

“You called him a coward? Vraymorg? What madness possessed you?”

Kaell grimaced. “It just came out.”

Did it? Or did he deliberately provoke his lord? Wanting a reaction so badly that even a slap was better than nothing.

“It just came out,” he repeated stubbornly. “Of all men to call a coward. I know how he fights. Fearlessly.”

“Recklessly, you mean. As if he doesn’t care if he lives or dies.” Arn shook his head. “Tell me about the ghoul. I heard a Downs guardsman died.”

“The ghoul killed two men to taunt me. It was deliberate, cold.” Horror scraped the back of Kaell’s neck. “He said his lord waits for me in the Waste Mountains.”

Arn tensed. “What lord?”

“No clue. But the ghoul knew the king intends to send us to the Waste Mountains. How?”

“Ghouls are clever. They heard a rumour and hoped to unsettle you. Don’t let them get to you, Kaell. Wherever the king sends us, it will be like any other hunt.”

When he didn’t answer, his captain squinted harder.

“Ah,” Arn said softly. “The dream.”

Kaell broke away. The doublet suffocated him. He forced his focus on a black cloud of birds, torpid in flight, on the sounds of the stirred crowd and thundering swords.

Arn slid an arm about his shoulder. “It’s back? The dream about that ruin? The door?”

The door. Kaell passed an unsteady hand over his eyes.

The familiar dream had struck near dawn. A deep sleep chained him to it.

It had started with a girl’s kiss. A wondrous, sweet kiss. But Kaell could never hold on to her, finding himself alone in a desolate castle, the wind gnawing through empty towers. The air had smelt of dew and frosted grass. Of a forgotten past.

He had wandered into a tallow-scented passage of ancient, blackened stone. Torches in sconces barely breached welling shadows. Curling smoke hurt his eyes. He swiped it away.

And there it was. The door. It was iron hinged and brass handled. Its imposing length depicted carved warriors wearing exotic, flowing robes and turreted castles rising from sand.

Numb with terror he couldn’t explain, he tried to run, but a voice always called his name. Such a voice. As rich as gold, as dangerous as a blade’s edge.

“The dream starts in the Waste Mountains.” The words thickened in his throat. Kaell couldn’t say the rest. In the dream, I die. Behind the door.

Arn’s hands fell helplessly to his side. “I’ve never seen you afraid,” he said. “Not you.”

“I’m not—” Another lie? What was wrong with him? Did the dream unsettle him that much? His lord taught him to face the truth, to examine his motivations and thoughts.

“Kaell.” Arn’s tone softened. “You know your duty. Not only to the gods, but to the Lord of Vraymorg. To the men who ride with us. You never balked at that duty before.”

“Duty.” Kaell scoffed. “Duty.” It was his duty to die. Behind that door. Unless he ran.

“Everything will be all right, Kaell. We’ve crossed the great gorge more than once.”

“Not into the Waste Mountains. Where that ghoul’s master waits for me.”

“Khir gifts you with visions. Even if that ruin from your dream is close to whatever stinking ghoul den the king wants us to clear out, nothing can harm you, or any of us. Khir would warn you of danger.”

“So you say.”

“Kaell.”

He looked up. Arn’s expression was bleak. “Vraymorg sent me to bring you back.”

Steel clanged. A man howled. A sigh stirred through the crowd. Kaell glanced towards the sounds, wondering at the contest unfolding. A favourite warrior beaten?

Laughter rang as boys shook a tree to loosen apples. Leaves scattered about a still figure clad in a cowled cloak. The figure stared right at him.

Coldness brushed his neck. He blinked. When he looked again, no one was there.

“Did you hear me? Vraymorg ordered I bring you back. To do your duty.”

Duty. Always duty. Those scraps of his lord’s regard, his interest, so desperately fought for, all because the gods compelled this man to train him. Prepare him.

“He sent you rather than come himself.” Bitterness tore up his voice. “It should hardly surprise me how little I mean to him. But as you just reminded me—I answer to no one. Tell him, I’ll return when I’m ready.”
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KAELL STRODE a rough coil of path below dark-trunked trees, helm in one hand, his swinging sword tapping his hip.

His thoughts churned. His lord did not care enough to seek him out. Why should he? The stares, the mutters from the tournament crowd said it all. He wasn’t like them. He was different, a freak even, and his lord knew it.

Lost in thought, he tripped over a stone and fell forward with a jarring thump. Kaell cursed as he rose, brushed dirt from his pants, and bent to retrieve his helm.

His arms tingled. He spun.

Bilberry bushes swept slopes tangled with gnarled roots and drooping, budding branches. Sunlight shattered upon leaves. The air scented of jasmine, grass, and dried mud shimmered with heat. From the nearby tournament at Knight’s Spike, steel clanked.

Warmth dusted his skin like a golden mist. Wind gently fluttered his cloak.

Yet a misplaced sound, whisper thin, swirled. A fluttering of warning not so much in his ears as down his backbone. Someone watched from the trees.

The ground rumbled. Horses thundered along the path.

Kaell ripped his sword from his belt as armed riders surrounded him.

The horsemen slowed. Unhurried, they moved in. Kaell whipped about. More men wearing Downs’ uniforms closed at his back. He tilted his chin and spat a defiant: “What do you want?”

A rider broke free of the others, his captain’s badge a curled salamander and lavender sprig. Dark-brown hair matted his ruddy cheeks beneath dented capped steel.

“Our lord desires the pleasure of your company,” he said.

“Oh, pleasure is it? The pleasure of my company in a foul cell?” Determined to hide his alarm, Kaell swept the man an insolent bow. “Tell Caelmarsh I’d rather ghouls skewer me.”

The captain grinned viciously. “I’m bid only to bring you to him. Skewering you must discuss with Caelmarsh. I’m sure my lord will oblige.”

Warily Kaell circled within a noose of horseflesh and steel.

“You may thank Caelmarsh for his kind invitation, but I am too busy.”

“Too busy to answer to a great lord of Telor?”

“Too busy.” Kaell patted his mouth. “And a little tired. Another day perhaps?”

“My lord did say you’re an arrogant brat who doesn’t know his place.” The captain gestured. His companions dismounted, slid swords free and advanced, unsmiling. Nervous.

“Really?” Kaell sighed. “Another dance? I had my fill for today.”

Despite his bold words, fear stirred. The soldiers numbered eight. The odds were against him. Especially as he must only wound and not kill.

“Then put up your sword,” the captain said complacently.

“The first thing a bladesman learns is never, ever lose hold of your weapon. The second—that attack offers better odds than defence.”

With a roar, Kaell leapt at the knot of soldiers. His slash opened a long cut in an arm. The wounded man yelled in pain, his sword spilling to the dirt as Kaell twisted and swung. The stroke put a second man on his knees. He clutched his hip and howled.

Kaell thrust at a third. The soldier reeled. His thigh gushed blood.

Two Downs guards confronted him. Kaell backed up, watchful. They advanced together as though intent on combining their attacks.

In position, he let them come. They struck in unison. Kaell veered from their blows, sunlight blazing off his sword as he parried. He fought with grim resolution, taking no pleasure in any contest against men. But they must not overwhelm him.

Again the pair attacked as one. Kaell knocked their blades aside and jabbed low. One collapsed, moaning. The other circled.

With one fluid movement, Kaell whipped his knife from his belt and hurled. It snagged the man’s shoulder. The soldier yelped and dropped.

The captain kicked his horse forward to ride him down. Sword levelled, Kaell retreated a step then another.

Beneath his heel the earth crumbled into emptiness. For a heartbeat he clawed air, toppling on the edge of a gaping hole.

Then he tumbled, flailing at nothing until he smacked hard ground, his breath knocked from his lungs, his limbs sprawled on a bed of stone.

Kaell moaned. The stones tore clothes and flesh alike, his inflamed back a mass of bloody cuts. Blood trickled from his gashed temple.

A tattered cloth ripped by his weight fluttered above like a ragged curtain, its camouflage of dirt and grass layering grime over his face and garments.

Flinty rock and clouding dust settled into a tense silence, broken only by wind stealing through branches. Kaell could not take in what happened. He fell. Into some hole?

The captain peered down, laughing with surprised glee. “I’ll leave a man or two to make sure you stay put while I fetch Caelmarsh. Maybe he’ll just bury you alive.”

“He wouldn’t dare,” Kaell said. He wished he believed it.

“My lord will risk not only the king’s displeasure but the wrath of the gods to make you suffer. He intends—”

A bowstring twanged. An arrow clattered on earth.

A man called, “The next pierces your throat.”

The captain whipped about. “Show yourself, coward.”

More arrows strummed heat-simmering air. “To your horses,” the captain cried. “Ride.”

A ruckus broke out above. Scuffling boots, men’s groans, then grating leather, jangling harnesses, and the captain’s angry gibe: “You’ll be sorry. We’ll return with more men.”

The drum of hoofs exploded then faded. Kaell’s breath shuddered out into a bewildering quiet. But from a creep at the nape of his neck, he knew he wasn’t alone.

Footsteps crunched. A man’s low, deep voice rumbled, “And they shall. Caelmarsh fostered me as a boy at Knight’s Spike. He is a vile man but a determined one.”

A woman answered, “And a patient one.”

“What’s his grudge against the boy?”

“Rumour is something to do with Caelmarsh’s daughter. I don’t know the story.”

Kaell twitched with unease. Whoever stood above knew rather too much about him.

Dizzy, his battered body protesting at movement, he pushed to his elbows. Hoping the drop broke no bones.

“We’d best finish this quickly, Your Grace.” The man hesitated. “If you still intend—”

The woman sighed. “It seems the abhorrent deed falls to me after all. Get him out. If he’s conscious after the fall, I don’t want—I do not want to see his eyes. Cover them.”

A shadow fell on the hole. Kaell glanced up at a figure silhouetted against bright sunshine. Wind slapped at a woman’s long gown. A tendril of memory sparked. The tournament. Someone beneath that apple tree. Watching.

Men appeared at the pit’s edge. Their indistinctive clothes and swords revealed nothing about who they were.

Kaell passed a hand over his damp brow. “What happened?”

“You fell into a hole.” A man joined the woman, a hood shading his face.

Dazed, bruised, Kaell squinted into sunlight. “Someone dug a hole and covered it up?”

“Are you hurt?”

“I hit my head.” He staggered up. “Someone filled this cursed hole with sharp stones.”

The man reached down. “We’ll get you out. Pass your sword up.”

Kaell looked at his spilled weapon then at the man. Doubt curdled into a harsh laugh. He scooped up the blade and drove it into his belt. “I’m not in a trusting mood. For all I know you dug this cursed pit. No, I’ll find my own way out.”

The man muttered to someone unseen. An archer took position at the edge, bowstring drawn back.

“Be reasonable,” the man said calmly. “Keep the sword if you must, but we’ll haul you out one way or the other.”

Kaell glared at the bowman. With an angry hiss, he swept his palms over dirt and rock for a foothold. It hurt his pride to be so helpless. Trapped.

Seething, he peered up. “What do you want with me?”

The man dropped a dark cloth into the hole. “We want a word. It’s a better option than Caelmarsh will give you. Cover your eyes, and get ready to grab the rope.”

Kaell caught the cloth. “Have I any choice?”

“It’s a poor one, I’ll grant you that. We could leave you here for Caelmarsh to take captive. Or our archers cripple you, and I climb in to get you. Now, the blindfold.”

“Why a blindfold?”

“A precaution. You’re wasting time arguing. Just do it.”

Kaell cursed and swung a fist at crumbling earth. He paced in a tight circle, muttering. Helpless anger jagged through him.

“You choose an arrow in the leg, then? Come, be sensible.” Coiled rope dropped.

Nowhere to go. No footholds. Futile to stomp about in this pit. With a heavy sigh, he tied the cloth about his eyes, groped for the rope and clambered up. Men hurled him over the top, set him on his feet but held his arms.

“You said you wanted a word. Well, I’m listening. So let me go.”

Someone pulled Kaell’s sword from his belt. He glared blindly. “I want that back. I also demand to know why you’re holding me.”

When they did not release him, he broke into a frenzied thrashing, shouting, “Let me go.”

“What’s he saying? It’s like he speaks Venivan or something.”

“They all sound like that in the Mountains. Can’t understand them half the time.”

Kaell kicked towards the voices.

“Here you, keep still.”

At a numbing slap to his face, Kaell fell against his captors. They roped his wrists together and dumped him on his knees. He swayed and moaned, every breath painful. Fresh blood dripped from his temple.

“There’s no need to be so rough.” The woman drew so close he caught a snatch of her perfume. Roses and vanilla.

“I am sorry,” she said.

“Sorry?”

“Who you are is not your fault. I shall make this quick. Painless if I can.”

Kaell had no time to think what that meant when someone pushed his chest. His bruised, torn back hit the ground. Guards pounced, their knees pinning his hips.

He writhed, bucked, and twisted, shouting in outrage. They held him until at last, exhausted by pain, Kaell stilled—all but his heart’s ragged rhythm against caging ribs.

“What do you mean quick?” His voice thinned in horror. “Do you mean to kill me? Why?”

“Hush.”

“No.” Kaell rocked his head weakly. “Let me die as a warrior. If not in battle, at least in combat. Give me a sword.”

“Hush.”

Cloth rustled in grass as if someone knelt. Dread banded his throat.

“Don’t struggle.” She touched fingertips to his cheek. “It will be over fast.”

Beneath the blindfold, Kaell’s blinkered eyes snagged on her ring of silver and emerald. Alarm narrowed his thoughts to that ring. Only that ring.

Cloth clamped hard over his nose and mouth. He jerked in shock, then fought pressing hands, desperate for air. His lungs choked. A scream was buried within him, unheard. Panic flamed. Thoughts splintered. Too weak to fight. Blackness rushing. Dying. He was dying.

“Mother, no.” A boy’s high-pitched voice.

“I told you to wait in the trees.”

“You’re hurting him. Please don’t hurt him.”

The cloth and hands lifted. Kaell rasped a breath.

“There. I stopped hurting him. Though it is cruel to pause, to give false hope.”

“You can’t kill him. Mother, you can’t. My tutors say the gods punish those who spill a bonded warrior’s blood.”

“I’ll not spill his blood. Not a drop. That’s why we dug the pit. To capture him, execute him bloodlessly.”

Kaell shuddered. They even knew of the curse.

“Don’t hurt him. I don’t want you to.”

“Nor is it my wish. But my fire visions show me a terrible truth. I warned his lord, but he did nothing. Nothing. Clearly Vraymorg values this young man’s life above the lives of thousands. This foul act falls to me.”

Kaell uneasily shifted his hips. Did she expect his lord to kill him?

He struggled to his knees. No one stopped him. Panted breath beat in his skull. Hot air wisped his arms, leaving gooseflesh in its wake. A breeze carrying a whisper of pine and mud stirred branches. Pungent sweat trickled uncomfortably down his neck.

“We make our own choices,” the boy said. “You taught me that.”

“None of us cheats fate,” she said. “Whatever path you choose, fate twists to find you.”

Duty chased like fate. Kaell could not flee from it either, no matter the nonsense he told Arn.

He chanced getting to his feet. This time his captors pushed him back to his knees and held his shoulders. The rancid stink of their unwashed bodies, the damp touch of hands soaked into him.

“You know who my father is,” the boy said. “You chose him so I may become king. But I will not be a king with a bonded warrior’s death on my conscience, Mother.”

“It shall be on mine.”

“Please. I’m not asking because I’m weak, Mother. But isn’t there another way?”

A breathless, empty stillness battered. Into its void, she whispered, the words indistinct like a storm-scattered murmur. Did she softly say, “Is my son right? Show me. Speak.”

Wind tunnelled furiously through trees. Branches creaked, snapped, and fell in whirl-pooled leaves. Inhuman cries boiled beneath the gusts. Nervous men muttered.

Kaell trembled. He lived close enough to the otherworld to recognise magic.

“Is there another way?” Her plea rose to a shout. “Tell me!”

The wind swirled, a fury of sounds like spirits shrieking all at once. Kaell dug his knees into the ground, cold fear dampening his skin.

The woman moaned. “I understand. It is your will he dies somewhere else. Very well. I’ll spare him. But the next time you put him in my power, I will do what I must.”

The wind died. Sunlight once more beat on Kaell’s scalp. He groaned, his strength leached by pain and blood loss, unsure he could fight them even if they freed his hands.

“We have wine?”

“Yes, Your Grace.”

“Do not call me that. Get wine into him—until he passes out.” A pause. “I want him very, very drunk, so he recalls less.”

It could work. Poison him with alcohol, and he might doubt what he saw and heard. Kaell stored memories. Her scent. A jewelled ring. Betraying words—Your Grace.

“You are young to show your mettle, my son,” the woman said to the unseen boy. “You are not fire, like me. You are steel like your father—cold, bright, sharp.”

Her laugh bubbled. Sweet, almost innocent. “I am satisfied with that.”

His captors forced wine down his throat. Spluttering, Kaell tried to turn his head, clamp his lips shut, but again and again they pummelled his belly until he gasped and swallowed. When they dumped him on grass, he curled, wretched.

He was a bonded warrior. Blessed by the gods. Strong.

But he didn’t feel like that now.

After a time, footsteps closed on him. Warm breath misted his cheek. “None of us eludes fate, Kaell,” the woman said. At least he thought she did. Maybe he dreamt it. The wine and sleep weighing his eyelids fragmented reason.

She stroked his face, her touch tender. “Every path twists back to what must happen. There can be no escape for you, I think. Still, I offer what warning I can.”

Cloth wisped his arm as she leaned against him. “He’ll call you to him.” Her voice was soft but iron edged. “Archanin. You must never go into the Waste Mountains. If you do, he’ll take you.”

Kaell fell away into a wine-sodden dream of blood and misery and death.
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SOMEONE SHOOK HIM. He surfaced with a groan, his skull aflame, throat rough as unhewn stone. Dusk deepened about him, its soft web shrouding the first moon. Beneath a spreading tree, bilberry bushes cushioned his back, his dew-wet clothes stinking of wine.

Arn’s face screwed tight with disgust. “Wine breath. Wine hair, too.” The man threw Kaell a long look. “And you’re bleeding. So now you’re drinking and fighting. With what? Bilberry bushes? Shadows?”

Yes, shadows. The woman’s voice drifted like a dream’s fading fragment. He’ll call you to him. Never go into those mountains.

“I fell in a hole—” Kaell broke off with a sigh. Too hard to explain when his head thumped and words grated his throat.

Arn pulled him up. “Talk quietly. Caelmarsh’s men are searching for you. I heard your name and followed them. Little did I know I had only to follow the odour of stale wine.”

“You came after me.”

“I always do, Kaell. But I clearly missed the fun. A hole, you say?” Arn clapped a palm to his brow, groaning.

“Cyrah protect us, I just had a terrible thought. You’ll torment us with a song or worse, one of your awful poems, about your adventure in the hole.” He grinned. “With luck, you won’t think of anything rhyming with the word witless.”

Kaell started to laugh then moaned. “Oh, my head.”

“Don’t expect sympathy. You stink like an Isles tavern. Caelmarsh’s men can hunt you with their noses.”

“The woman forced wine on me.”

“Found a woman in the hole? Was that before or after the fighting?”

“You’re as funny as a log, Arn.”

His dulled wits scrambled memories. Vanilla and rose. Her sigh of regret. Words about duty that struck deep, like a forgotten truth.

He whirled, hearing his name. Darkness welled beneath the trees. The wind rattled dead leaves and gnarled boughs. The forest surely sat empty. Yet a shiver ran through him. Khir.

Kaell stared, lost in a trance. It held him a long while, until he grew aware of Arn gripping his arm, an owl’s distant hoot, cicadas humming, the scent of wet grass and leaves.

“I hate it when you do that,” Arn said.

“When do we ride for the Waste Mountains?”

Arn brightened. “I thought you wanted to wear fur undergarments and fight for a Damadar Ice lord.”

Kaell shrugged that off grimly. He belonged to Khir. If he peered deeply into his dreams, his god waited in the murk, demanding his surrendered will, his blood. He could not serve an Ice lord any more than he could the ghoul god, Archanin.

What did the woman say? You cannot flee fate. Something like that.

And Khir moulded his fate. He must go where the gods willed. Even beyond the great gorge into the Waste Mountains. Towards the door of his nightmares.


HEATH
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Heath braced against the wind blistering across the lake to his balcony as though he must fight it. That defined him—the fight. A fire dancer endlessly battled flames, chance, and fate, struggled against another man’s hungry blade and will.

Do your worst, he taunted the fire before every contest. Kill me if you can.

Though it snapped with greedy fingers, he knew it could not. Nor could the too-confident fools who tried to dance with him as the inferno spat beneath their feet.

Heath remembered every man he killed. How their insolent smiles faded as they realised they would lose and die. How they stared in terror as the flames embraced them. Each time, triumphant, he raised his sword to shouts of adulation and felt his gods’ pleasure.

They loved him. He knew it. Just as he knew exactly what he was, where he belonged.

So why, why, did Rozenn’s words stir up doubt?

Dead inside.

He shook his head fiercely. Why question his purpose? He was not only a lord of the Ice but a fire dancer gifted by the gods with a keen eye, quick feet, a steady hand, and sharp wits.

Yes, the flames must have him in the end. When age weakened his limbs and clouded his sharp mind. The fiery pit took all fire dancers, eventually. But not yet.

Beneath his hands, the balcony’s age-worn stone, bleached by sunlight, felt smooth but cool. A thread of pine stirred, very pure after the stench of the king’s head house. Carelessly he slapped at a mosquito.

Still Rozenn’s words niggled, his desire, his compulsion uncomfortably naked.

Once winning and surviving had thrilled like a dazzling glimpse of destiny. The danger raging through him. Knowing he stood a heartbeat, a thrust, a slip from death, enlivened like nothing else. Not power. Not sex.

Now he fought mechanically, driven by duty and pride. Now staring into the abyss of leaping flames, of spitting ash, there was only an emptiness, a yearning for that old delirium, for that exhilaration he used to feel that shouted: this is life, fight for it.

He might still turn to the flames and softly taunt, do you worst. Take me. I dare you. Knowing they would not. Knowing, deep down, no one could beat him.

It was madness surely, to desire that belly-clenching rush. To desire risk. Madness… or stupidity.

Judith would call it that. If ever he were to confess this longing, she’d slap his mouth. Call him a prancing poppy or some nonsense. And he’d grin like a stupid, prancing—whatever he was.

What was he? A serious question that. Even for a man who analysed his intent, his every act. No reason to ask it now—but for Rozenn’s words.

All right, then. What was he? Obedient son? Devoted brother? Smooth-tongued spy? Cold-blooded enforcer? The old Icelands word for a Damadar son trained to serve with steel the older brother born to
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