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Chapter One
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The massive fireball hurtled through the air, blazing like a green-gold comet. Killean vaulted over the broken spine of an old stone wall and hit the dusty ground on the other side with a bone shuddering thud. He rolled over the parched soil, pricked and poked by the stubble of broken stone and pottery littering the ground. Evidently, it was going to be one of those days. 

The fireball smashed into the wall, the magic shattering against the old stone. Spatters of greenish fire leapt over the wall to set the dry stalks of dead grass alight before sputtering out just as quickly. 

Interesting. Having immolated his fair share of inanimate and not-so-inanimate objects with fire magic, Killean knew that true adepts could keep their fires blazing for a lot longer than that. 

He rolled into a crouch behind the wall and waited. He heard heavy footfalls and a moment later a figure in a dark, hooded cape, appeared, saw Killean, and leapt over the wall with a wordless roar of inchoate rage. Killean was familiar with the sound. A not all that surprising number of people tended to roar in murderous rage on seeing him. 

Unfortunately for this particular would-be murderer, Killean knew exactly how to deal with him. Snatching up a piece of pottery and a fistful of dry dirt he threw the dust into his attacker’s face as he straightened out of his ill-advised leap. Time slowed and Killean caught a glimpse of an oval of brown skin covering a painfully young face and a pair of wide, wild eyes inside the hood before the cloud of grit and dust hit. Blinded, the figure lost his balance, batting at his face. 

Killean could have been sporting about all this. His assailant was obviously an amateur and very possibly a child. But if Killean was the type to be sporting, he wouldn’t have nearly as many people trying to kill him.  Snatching the hood from his assailant’s head, he shimmied behind him, jerked his head back and notched the sharp edge of pottery against the soft and tender skin just under his jaw.  

His attacker was a boy somewhere between a well-built twelve and an underfed fifteen by Killean’s reckoning. The boy had the sense not to struggle. His muscles were coiled like high pressure springs as he held very still, throat working soundlessly. Grimacing to show all his teeth he kept trying to see Killean out of the corner of his eye, as if that would do him any good. 

He looked like a panicked colt; a creature of wild, twitching nerves barely held in check. His soft, tightly curled black hair was shorn close to his skull. He wore no marks of affiliation to any country or clan, but that meant little. Only the profoundly foolish or, conversely, the immensely competent would challenge Killean openly. This boy may well be a fool but competent he was not. 

Catching the boy’s gauntleted wrist, Killean twisted his arm behind his back. The gauntlet was part hardened leather and part plate armour. It was a very nice piece of work. The kind that no arcane armourer worth his salt, would waste on a skinny twig of a boy like this. 

Metal studs over the knuckles had been set with pale green peridot stones Killean noted, interest well and truly piqued. He had seen the design before. The fire was new however, and it made him curious. It had been a while since anything had stirred his curiosity, which was why he decided to show mercy. 

‘Why are you trying to kill me?’ he asked the boy withdrawing the shard but keeping a firm grip on his captive with one arm braced over his chest. 

‘You murdered my father,’ the boy gritted out through his teeth. 

Killean nodded slightly. That was more than likely. He’d killed a lot of people. ‘Name?’ he asked, glancing around for something he could use to knock the boy’s brains out if it proved necessary. Mercy, after all, was a matter of definition. 

‘Ashinue Rogu of the Dancing Deer clan,’ the boy declared proudly. 

Killean cocked his head in thought. ‘Doesn’t ring a bell,’ he said finally. ‘I killed a lot of warriors in the war. Dancing Deer. Manic Monkeys. Annoyed Aardvarks. And others from clans even more ridiculous. I was on first name basis with very few of them.’ 

‘You’re a monster,’ the boy accused fighting against Killean’s hold.

Killean rolled his eyes, released the boy, allowed him to upset his own balance by trying to twist around to face him, and then shoved him over into the dirt and planted a knee into his back. ‘You are not the first to tell me that,’ he said conversationally. The boy wriggled like a squashed bug, unable to stop Killean wrenching his gauntlet off and flinging it aside. Whoever had trained and dispatched this child should be ashamed of themselves. 

‘Boy, answer my question,’ he said when it became apparent the Dancing Deer wasn’t going to give in. ‘Where was your father slain?’ 

The boy twisted his head and spat at him. At least, he tried to, gravity was not on his side. Killean did him the courtesy of ignoring the fresh spray of spittle liberally covering the boy’s face. Snarling through his embarrassment the boy saw fit to criticise him. ‘You don’t even remember all the people you’ve killed, do you?’ 

‘Of course, I don’t,’ Killean replied irritably. He was sure he’d said that already. ‘I commanded an army. I besieged towns and cities. Do you think I asked for a census before I put each one to the torch?’ 

Why was this so hard for people to understand, he wondered tiredly. It had been war. A very personal war, true, but one with impersonal casualties. Which, he supposed made it a fairly ordinary war at that. Killean respected revenge, he’d have to be a hypocrite not to, and he accepted responsibility for the deaths he’d ordered and the lives he’d dispatched personally. He had never asked anyone he’d deprived of a relative for forgiveness. He had earned their hatred. Still. Expecting him to know the names of every person who had fallen in the name of his war was ridiculous. He wished the righteous fools who came looking for him would grasp this point. He could give them a fight, but he could not give them closure. 

‘You’re evil,’ the boy told him. 

Killean nodded. He didn’t consider himself evil, but what did that matter? He had done terrible things, he would not deny that, and any righteousness he’d claimed in the beginning had been well and truly spent by the time the war was done. He made no bones about his sins. Had his side won, he’d be a hero now. Instead, he was a villain forever more. Those were the wages of war. 

‘The consensus suggests I’m also mad,’ he told the boy. ‘I’ve heard rumour the good and just in the Land of Three Rivers believe my madness exonerates me of evil. It wasn’t my fault, you see. I was too mad to know better.’ A bitter smirk twitched his lips. 

The boy grew still. His eyes were very wide as he strained his neck to look at him. ‘Why would Three Rivers defend you? You tried to raze their land to the ground.’ 

Very true. It was a sore point for Killean that he’d ultimately failed. He sighed. ‘Have you heard of Nadil Shiny Scale?’ he asked. 

‘Of course. He’s the legendary hero who defeated you.’ The boy scoffed, ‘Everyone knows that.’ 

Killean glanced up at the purple striped sky. Dusk was fading into true night. It would be too dark for this nonsense soon. ‘He likes me,’ he said. 

There was a beat of silence before the boy bleated, ‘How can the great hero like you? You’re enemies.’ 

Killean’s lips twitched again. ‘I’ve tried to tell him that. Many times. He doesn’t believe it. Personally, I think someone dropped him on his head as a baby. Possibly repeatedly.’ 

It would fit perfectly well with the rest of his trite, rags to riches tale. In fact, he wouldn’t be at all surprised if the head bashing had been on purpose. If Nadil were here now, Killean would happily bash his head in. He’d always had that effect on him. 

‘You were going to slaughter everyone in the land of Three Rivers,’ the boy complained. He seemed inordinately hung up on stating the obvious. Killean knew the rumours people told about him as well as anybody else. And for the stuff that was actually true? Well, he’d been there. It wasn’t like he was going to forget anytime soon.  

‘My goal was to capture the capital,’ he told the boy. ‘I wanted to break their military and destroy their economic base, indiscriminate death and destruction wasn’t essential to that goal,’ – although it had been a common side-effect – he sighed and admitted, ‘I understand your point. Sadly, Nadil has never been moved by logic. He thinks we’re friends.’ 

‘That’s madness,’ the boy declared. 

‘I agree,’ Killean said. ‘But as I’m a publicly acknowledged maniac my opinion doesn’t hold much weight.’ 

Of all the punishments his enemies could have inflicted on him after his defeat, all of which he had earned to one degree or another, the label of mad was without doubt the most irritating. True, irritation should not be on a level with death by lava, or having his soul ripped out and tossed to the four winds so his spirit could never know peace, but the virtue of incineration was that it didn’t last long, and spiritual oblivion was at least definitive. The accusation of madness rendered all his deeds, good and bad, suspect, and declared Killean a victim of his own mind. He’d rather be hated than pitied, and Killean wondered, not for the first time, if that was why the High King of Three Rivers had let the rumours spread. Torvin had always been a tricky bastard.  

Gaze roaming over the lonely plain as his attention wandered, Killean let his eyes track over the broken pillars of old stone and the crumbling remains of a once vast settlement laid out like a patchwork of rubble and shattered tile in front of him. Had he been of a more poetic state-of-mind he might have found a metaphor for life amid the ruins. Instead, Killean’s gaze focused on the enormous stone arch rising taller than the rest of the ruins. It was formed of two massive standing stones with a shorter stone laid over the top like a lintel. 

The archway was a transportation portal to one or several of the other lands. It connected the lands of the temporal world to the wild and mostly ungoverned Timeless Realm. Unlike the cultivated portals in civilised countries, only the brave and desperate ventured into the Nameless Plain to use the archway. Killean had been contemplating whether he was desperate enough to risk the magic of the Timeless Realm as a shortcut when the son of Ashinue Rogu attacked him. 

The boy spoke, finally answering the question he’d almost forgotten asking. ‘You attacked the Land of Green Peaks. My father was one of the castle defenders you slaughtered.’ 

‘Ah.’ Killean breathed out carefully. He released the boy and stood. 

The boy rose warily. Killean retrieved his gauntlet from a patch of thistle growing around the base of the wall and threw it to him. ‘I’m going to give you one shot.’ He pointed to the stone arch. ‘If you can hit me before I reach the portal, I’ll give you the fight to the death you want.’

The young buck of the Dancing Deer clan gawped at him. ‘That’s not how this is supposed to work,’ he objected. ‘This isn’t a duel. I’m here to kill you.’ 

‘And I’m neither suicidal nor looking to kill you, so that option is off the table. Next time you go looking to ambush a man, do it right.’ Killean told him frankly, ‘I do respect your right to vengeance, however, so if you can prove your magic is up to the task, I will give you the chance you seek.’ Or enough of a thrashing to convince the boy to never again pick fights with insane war criminals in dark and isolated locales. Killean had never been that stupid at this boy’s age. 

The boy’s face scrunched in confusion. ‘You’re patronising me,’ he said. 

‘I’m really not,’ Killean said pushing his hair out of his face as a whispering breeze swept across the plain. 

Patronising the boy would be braining him with that gauntlet of his and dumping his unconscious body on the doorstep of the nearest healing mission he found. Killean should know. He’d had to do exactly that to several war orphans when their skills proved unequal to their bloodlust. 

Killean was not always guilty of the crimes he was accused of. One man could only do so much, and it wasn’t as though he’d fought the war alone, but the attack on the Land of Green Peaks he remembered well. Green Peaks had been neutral in the war and his mission to infiltrate the treasury had been an unmitigated disaster. He’d been impatient and under pressure that day. He’d let his rage get the better of him and that was shameful. 

‘One shot?’ the boy asked, pulling on his gauntlet and extending his arm toward Killean. 

‘Yes.’ Had the boy been serious, or half-way competent, he’d have already taken his shot while Killean stood far too close to find cover. But this boy wasn’t a seasoned warrior or a hardened killer. He was just a boy whose happiness had been destroyed by war. Killean could relate. He’d been one of those once. 

The boy sucked in his bottom lip. He adjusted his stance. His movements too deliberate and stiff to be well-practiced and Killean suppressed a wince. He estimated that this boy had less than three years true training behind him. All the same that fireball had been impressively large. It had eaten the distance between them swiftly and would have had no trouble devouring flesh if the dumb kid had only known how to aim. 

He wouldn’t dismiss the boy out of hand just yet. His control might be lacking but the magic fire he commanded wasn’t to be taken lightly. Killean was in a position to know. He’d been able to wield magic fire before the gift had been stripped from him after the war. He eyed the boy’s gauntlet speculatively, the barest inkling of a plan forming around the edges of his thoughts. 

‘Run,’ the boy said, his arm quivering. 

Killean did not run. Instead, he dropped to his hands and knees on the ground. Stretching his spine, he felt his flesh flow like water and warp like air as he claimed his wolf skin. It was only then that he deigned to run – and it was more an ambling gambol, at that. He heard the boy shout behind him, half-surprise and half-outrage, and his ears pricked. Either the boy had forgotten Killean was a shapeshifter or he’d never been told, which was, again, more evidence he shouldn’t be roaming around picking fights alone. 

Killean’s paws pounded over the uneven ground nimbly as he picked up his pace and loped toward the giant arch. It was good to run again. He heard the sizzle of air and a scream of magic and dove to the side, rolling over and leaping to his feet just clear of the impact point. 

The ground he’d been running on exploded in green fire. Hot splinters of rock and pottery struck his flank but failed to penetrate his shaggy coat. Killean launched forward, increasing his pace to a full sprint. He wasn’t surprised when the boy broke the terms of their agreements and fired again. Killean ran in a zig-zag path, occasionally giving the boy a good shot at his flank, but only because he was enjoying himself. 

The boy pelted his path with a barrage of smaller fireballs, all of which missed. Green fire ate across the ground, leapt into the air and formed a wall between him and the arch. Killean’s tongue lolled between his jaws in a wolfish grin. Clever boy. There was hope for the young buck yet. 

Pretending to stumble just ahead of the firewall, Killean let his front legs crumple under him and rolled tail-over-head. His second form shift took him like the snap of fresh linen shaken out on a cool spring morning. His body collapsed in on itself, fur melting into feather as broad wings burst from his back. He took off into the air, sailing over the fire. 

‘Not fair!’ Killean heard the boy yell as he circled above in his hawk form before arrowing through the night toward the archway. 

He landed on top of the lintel and immediately set about preening his breast. The air lit up with a wash of green fire. Killean took wing as the fireball smashed into the lintel, dripping trails of emerald flame to the ground. 

The boy had a job getting across the burning plane, but finally made it to the base of the archway. ‘You have to come down eventually. Then I’ll get you,’ he shouted, narrow chest heaving under his homespun shirt and the tatters of his cape. His gauntleted fist spat sparks of green fire. Killean circled the arch lazily, enjoying the updraft, waiting for the fire to burn itself out before he landed. 

He did not realise there was anything wrong at first. The magic of the arch was subtle, whispering up through the stone in a gentle murmur as Killean perched on the rim. A sudden surge of energy under his feet was his only warning as the air between the vertical pillars shivered and broke into a rippling wall of haze. Killean cree’d a warning to the boy but it was too late. The magic bowed out from between the pillars, ballooning like a soap bubble, catching the boy instantly. Killean dove toward the portal, chasing the magic as it spilled back from whence it came. He smashed through the bubble after the boy. 

He had never liked portal travel. It was almost instantaneous, but therein lay the rub, because that split-second lag between here and there made all the difference in the Timeless Realm, ironically. In every portal jump there was a moment where the traveller was held suspended outside of time and place, trapped in a realm where nothing and everything happened at once.

Some parts of the Timeless Realm were ruled by rampant chaos, but the partially tamed landing sites connecting the portals were places of still, sensationless sterility that he could almost believe had been designed to drive a shapeshifter mad. 

The time spent actually in the Timeless Realm lasted barely longer than a slow blink, but for a being like Killean who lived to feel the ground under his feet or the currents of the air under his wings that moment was entirely too long, which summed up the Timeless Realm entirely. Too much and not enough, in perpetuity. 

He and the boy were spat out inside a large, wood and paper walled room, made cloudy by a mixture of pipe smoke, the fireplace set into the backwall, and the fumes from the lamps hanging from the low ceiling. Killean reclaimed his man form and his enchanted coat and trousers as he hit the ground. He rolled with his momentum and landed in a predator’s crouch, arms extended and a slender blade in each hand. The boy landed in a sprawl of limbs, his chin hitting the rush matting like it hurt. 

A group of men stood clustered in a semi-circle in front of Killean. Half of them were old, with wispy greying beards hanging from their chins and arms folded across their chests so their hands were hidden in the hang of their ornate sleeves. The rest were obviously soldiers. The points of several sword blades jabbed in his direction and the men behind them wore elaborate helmets and masks moulded to resemble the sour faces of aggrieved carp. Their white tunics were overlaid with scale-like armour made from magic hardened chips of mother-of-pearl, the smooth surface reflecting the dim light from the lamps. 

Killean looked beyond the men to the emblem of the nation of Jumping Carp painted on the back wall and dropped his blades with a sigh.  ‘I know for a fact that I have never attacked any of you,’ he said. ‘Why have you kidnapped me?’

‘You are Killean-the-Swift,’ one of the wizened elders said. He wasn’t sure if that was meant to be answer or greeting. 

‘Onryn,’ he corrected in a low voice. ‘I am Killean Onryn of the Striking Talon clan.’ 

‘A clan that no longer exists,’ scoffed one of the other old men. 

Killean stared him down. He had pouches under his eyes deep enough to hold his small change. ‘I’m aware,’ he replied evenly. ‘I was there when they were slaughtered to the last man, woman, and child.’ 

‘Not the last child. You survived,’ a querulous female voice called out from the back ranks. ‘And you’ve certainly caused enough trouble for the rest of us in the fifteen years since.’ 

Killean narrowed his eyes trying in vain to see through the wall of old men. ‘Mamie Cat, is that you?’ he asked.

Mamie Cat elbowed her way through the press of flesh. Short, fat and redoubtable, Mamie Cat wore robes of deep blue with a broad sash of lurid pink patterned with some kind of flower never seen in nature. Her hair was a froth of tight corkscrew curls that framed her face. That face was round with heavy jowls and her rich brown skin was grooved with laugh lines. 

Her small, shrewd eyes peered at him. ‘Of course it’s me, boy, who else would it be?’ she demanded. 

Killean deemed that a foolish question and didn’t answer it. He studied the men again with more interest. Since the inexplicable commutation of his execution to ten years imprisonment, of which he’d only served five before the High King decided to pardon him – a decision that baffled many to this day – he’d spent far too much of his time being kidnapped by men just like these. 

Most of those other men remembered his war record and that he’d served another man for most of that time – which they assumed made him eager to serve them – but conveniently forgot that he had lost his war in the end. He’d been planning to do to these men what he’d done to all the others. Put on a show of force and break out before they could tell him what they wanted. Mamie’s presence changed his plans. 

Killean did not have friends. He was, after all, varying degrees of evil and insane, neither of which enhanced a man’s social life. He was also a recently released prisoner and a convicted war criminal. Traits that did not endear him to anyone. But Mamie and her clan of smugglers might be the closest thing he still had to an ally. The Silk Paw clan had once been allied with the Striking Talon, but more than that, Mamie had been his mother’s true friend. 

There were so few people alive who remembered his parents fondly. Mamie might be the last to remember the Onryn with kindness, and she had used that old connection mercilessly to take advantage of Killean since his release. Mamie knew as surely as he that he’d preserve her life merely to keep the memory of his parents alive and with Mamie here, he had no choice but to listen to these old men. 

He decided that the bearded old man in the conical hat with the wide brim shadowing his face was the leader of the group. Wisely, he had chosen to stand to the far left of the semi-circle of men and had not drawn attention to himself by speaking. His unadorned golden robe, bound by a thick sash of fine white silk, marked him as a man of means and discernment among the nobility of the Jumping Carp. 

‘Obawai and his consortium have use of your services. You’ll be a good boy and listen to what the nice men have to say, won’t you, Ilin?’ Mamie asked sweetly using his old boyhood nickname. 

As a child he’d struggled with the flowing syllables of his name and only been able to pronounce “Ilin”. His mother had thought it sweet and funny and picked up the naming convention. His older brother, Kindean, had become “Indin”, his father, Tinnian, had become “Inan”. Reminding him of that happier time, Mamie twisted the knife expertly.  Killean would admire the manipulation if he wasn’t on the receiving end. 

He pasted a sharp toothed smile on his face and simpered, ‘Of course, Mamie, anything for you.’  

‘You see, gentlemen?’ Mamie turned to the men triumphantly. ‘I told you my boy would be reasonable.’ 

‘Who is the youth,’ one of the armed men demanded, pointing the tip of his blade toward the young buck. 

The boy, who had so far proved he possessed an iota of intelligence by staying quiet, straightened his spine and drew breath to speak. Killean beat him to it. ‘A thief from Green Peaks,’ he said. ‘I captured him for his bounty. The spell you put on the portal drew him in with me.’ 

‘Green Peaks is no friend to you. Why would you stoop to catching petty criminals for them?’ Obawai asked. 

Killean smiled thinly. ‘No one is a friend to me, nor I to them,’ he replied. ‘I intended to deliver him to the outpost in Frolicking Squirrel.’ 

A shiver of relief ran through the gathered consortium. Frolicking Squirrel was a mostly lawless country with a weak High King but several powerful assassin clans who made their money hunting down criminals for other countries. Killean had come to an agreement with the clan leader of the Sly Fox after he’d taken several commissions against Killean that had left the clan facing a personnel shortage and Killean with a bad mood. He worked for the clan occasionally in exchange for the leader’s solemn oath not to take any further contracts on his life. If the men of the consortium had dragged him here then they had most likely done their homework and knew about his agreement. 

‘He must be a better thief than he looks, to command a bounty high enough to warrant your skills,’ one of the other old men said.  

Killean roughly snatched the boy’s gauntleted arm, pulling down his sleeve for the men to see. ‘A gauntlet stolen from the royal guard,’ he said. ‘Green Peaks have offered a substantial reward.’ 

The boy wrenched his arm back and huddled into himself, glaring at Killean. Which was fine, so long as the boy kept his mouth shut. Killean was trying to save his life but if he got it into his head to use the gauntlet, he’d leave him to the Jumping Carp soldiers. 

‘How did you know where to find me?’ he asked Obawai, changing the subject to something more interesting. 

It took precise magic and a lock of hair or drop of the target’s blood to pull a target through a portal deliberately. Killean knew Mamie Cat had supplied the necessary items, although how and when she’d acquired them, he’d soon enough leave a mystery. All the same, unless Obawai and his men had primed every portal on the main continent – an improbable feat – they had to have known he’d cross the Nameless Plain tonight. He’d intended to head west, crossing through Red Mountain, but flooding on the border had turned him back, forcing him to head north to the portal site. As he was hardly in the habit of advertising his movements the pileup of coincidences made him suspicious. 

Killean narrowed his eyes in suddenly understanding. ‘You flooded the river to divert my path.’ He shook his head, ‘You must be desperate.’ 

The men puffed out their chests like a group of spiny fish. ‘Do you have any idea who you are talking to, boy?’ said a man with liver spots and skin the exact shade of a rotted lemon. 

‘No,’ Killean told him honestly. All he knew was that he faced a group of old, self-entitled men who wanted something from him but were taking their sweet time to get to the point. 

‘You speak to the patriarchs of Jumping Carp’s most influential mage families,’ Mamie told him, voice quiet and serious. ‘These men own most of the wealth in the country. They have the ear of the High King.’ 

‘Had,’ Killean corrected her with a smile. ‘If they still commanded so much power, they wouldn’t need me,’ he said confidently. 

‘How so?’ Obawai asked, cocking his head inquiringly. 

Killean let his gaze sweep over the assemblage. ‘My reputation proceeds me, gentlemen,’ – far more than theirs at any rate – ‘I made my name overthrowing kings. My reputation was forged in revolution and the quest for revenge. People happy with their king do not seek me out.’
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Chapter Two
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‘We have no quarrel with our king,’ Obawai said, pulling one hand free of his sleeve. His gnarled fingers plucked at the hem, revealing a hint of silver thread. His nails were long and yellowed. 

‘Which king do you have quarrel with?’ Killean asked, too familiar with this game to be caught out by guarded words. He knew what people believed about him. Moreover, he knew that monied men did not go to the trouble of dragging him halfway across the known world without wanting someone dead. 

‘Obawai, are you sure this is the right course of action?’ One of the men asked. His face was round as a copper coin and he wore a band of knotted cloth over his brow. He was the only beardless elder. Under his brown robe with its pattern of white chrysanthemum flowers, his body was straight backed and strong. Despite his tremulous question, Killean marked him as a man with martial experience, perhaps the master of the armed men seeded through the group. 

‘We have gone to much trouble to bring the Striking Talon here, Tana,’ Obawai said. Killean noted the use of his clan title with interest. Clearly, Obawai remembered what his clan had been, once upon a time. Either that or he honestly thought flattery would sway Killean. Who knows, it just might. As well as evil, mad and vengeance-obsessed, more than a few people had called him proud in the past.  

‘But can we trust him?’ Tana demanded. 

What a ridiculous question. Killean shot an impatient look toward Mamie Cat. She responded with a slight shake of her head and clucked her tongue at the elders. Such an obvious show of dissention in the ranks was unprofessional. They should have sorted all this out before they set their trap for him and Mamie knew it. 

‘We brought you here to resolve a delicate matter for us,’ Obawai told him, ignoring Tana’s question. There was an edge to his voice that was not meant for Killean. ‘We wish you to travel to Shipwright Island. There you will hunt down a defector named Rhodu Gakai. He is being held by the Blue Crab pirates.’ Tilting his chin the old man instructed, ‘You will find Gakai and his captors and you will kill them.’ 

‘The Blue Crab are powerful,’ Killean said thoughtfully. ‘They have a great deal of influence in the Fish Archipelago. An attack on them will have far reaching consequences.’ 

‘That is not your concern,’ Obawai snapped. 

It wasn’t, but it should be Obawai’s. Jumping Carp was the largest in the chain of islands making up the Fish Archipelago, but their dominance had been waning for some time. In part because of the expanse of organised piracy led by enterprising men calling themselves Sea Lords, but also because of the war on the mainland. 

Jumping Carp had remained neutral, refusing to take any part in the conflict beyond employing her impressive navy to defend her waters. On the one hand, this had been a sensible decision, but the choice to take no part in the battles that had decided power on the mainland meant Jumping Carp had lost any chance of increasing her influence with the other nations. 

Was Jumping Carp trying to change that by removing the strongest of the pirates from the archipelago? But that begged the question of why they’d employ a war criminal to do the job and not dispatch their own impressive fleet. And then there was also the matter of the defector, Rhodu Gakai. Defectors came in two flavours, sell-out traitors and conscientious objectors. Killean was interested to know Gakai’s flavour. 

‘Imui, let us show our guest his recompense for undertaking this task,’ Obawai gestured to one of the armed men. 

Replacing his slim blade in its glossy black lacquer sheath, Imui turned and walked across the matting to a white sliding door at the back of the room near the fireplace. Killean glimpsed a fall of diffuse grey light filling the room beyond and then Imui returned, pushing an elaborate wheeled cabinet of shiny red lacquer with the emblem of the Jumping Carp embossed in gold on each of its doors. 

Inside was a stack of gold bars, six in total, nestled alongside a small pile of pale green papers. Imui showed him the front of one of the certificates. Killean recognised the crown seal of Jumping Carp printed on the intricately decorated page. 

‘Bearer bonds,’ Obawai explained. ‘Here is one hundred thousand Carp roe. Yours, if you agree to be our instrument in this matter.’ 

Beside Killean, the Dancing Deer boy sucked in a sharp breath. Killean didn’t blame him. The gold bars had a dull lustre, not shiny, but impressive all the same. Jumping Carp currency had a good rate of exchange throughout the mainland. He would not lose much transferring the currency into Three Rivers groats or Squirrel kernels. Assuming the gold was pure and the bonds were not forgeries, which Killean would be foolish to do. 

‘I need to know what Rhodu Gakai took from you,’ he said. 

Imui glanced at Obawai who waved one long nailed hand. Without a word, Imui closed the cabinet and wheeled it aside. ‘That matter is no business of yours,’ said Obawai. 

Killean cocked an eyebrow. ‘You don’t pay a man like me a small fortune to hunt down someone whose only crime is vacationing-without-leave,’ he pointed out mildly. ‘Gakai stole something from you or else he knows something you don’t want him telling anyone else. Which is it?’ 

Obawai stuffed both hands back into his sleeves. ‘It is easy to forget that you were once more than the filthy sell-sword who kneels before me,’ he muttered peevishly. 

Killean was not offended. He knew what he looked like. His ragged brown hair bound in a loose tail behind him, his enchanted coat and trousers torn, stained and frayed, his face coated in road dust and his upper body naked under his coat because his last enchanted shirt had been shredded beyond repair. ‘I’ve never used a sword,’ he commented drily. ‘And you’re stalling. Any man held by the Blue Crab is in possession of something valuable. Killing him might not be enough to secure your losses,’ he pointed out reasonably. 

‘I have the details, boy. I will tell you what you need to know once we’re away from here,’ Mamie Cat told him curtly. ‘No need to waste these illustrious gentlemen’s time with endless questions.’ She smiled as she spoke, her cat grin no more than surface deep. 

Killean frowned at her. The Silk Paw had no particular ties to the land of the Jumping Carp. Which meant her interest was in Rhodu Gakai or the Blue Crab. Or possibly, someone or something else entirely. Anyone less well acquainted with Mamie Cat might think money was her only consideration, but Killean knew better. The Silk Paw had plenty of money and many more avenues available to them on the mainland to earn more. But what Mamie loved best was intrigue. She was playing politics. But with whom? 

‘You will take this commission and tell no one of what has occurred here,’ Obawai said. ‘If you are captured—’ 

‘—I will tell my captors nothing,’ Killean finished for him. It was a futile vow. Torture was torture and Killean had no bond of loyalty to these mostly anonymous men. He would talk to avoid needless suffering for himself, but he doubted it would make much difference. Obawai and his men would deny everything and accuse him of stealing the bonds and gold. They would be believed. Killean’s reputation really did proceed him everywhere, and its shadow was large enough to encompass any crime. 

Still if he wanted to get out of here any time soon, he’d have to feign obedience. ‘I will do as you ask.’ He stood, ignoring the nervous shuffling of the men in front of him and offered a shallow bow. ‘Mamie Cat, I leave my payment in your hands. I trust you will hold it in safe keeping for me?’ 

‘For a two percent holders fee,’ she said. 

Killean turned so he could study the portal arch behind him and hide his smile. Two percent was Mamie being generous. She must know how close to snapping his leash he was. It was nice to know she still feared his wrath. 

The consortium’s portal arch was far more elegant and delicate than the great stone edifice back on the Nameless Plain. The portal was the width of an ordinary door and reached to the ceiling. The two vertical poles were painted a cheerful sky blue. Magical script had been applied to the paint work with gold leaf, a casual reminder of the wealth of this ancient island nation. 

Beyond the arch the same grey light he’d spied from the antechamber glowed through the screen doors set into the backwall. Killean suspected they slid aside to reveal a porch and interior garden. There was a chill wafting under the screens and a murkiness to the light that made him think of snow. 

Killean hauled the boy to his feet. ‘You will return us to the portal on the plains,’ he told the men at his back, ‘so that I may deal with this boy.’ 

‘Agreed,’ Obawai said quickly. So quickly that Killean smirked. Evidently, Obawai was nervous about their adolescent witness. Equally obvious was the fact that he expected Killean to kill the boy as soon as he reached the mainland. If he hadn’t implied the boy was enroute to a hanging, Obawai would have insisted he die here. These were not men to suffer a witness to live, even an insignificant one with no chance of being believed. Somehow, Killean still doubted the boy would appreciate the lie he’d told to save his life. 

A trio of soldiers came forward to activate the portal, pricking their fingers before tracery the goldwork with their blood. Killean watched the men work, observing the pattern and committing the script to memory. The soldiers stepped back quickly as magic sounded a clear, melodic note through the air. 

‘I will see you in Cockle Shore in two days, Mamie,’ Killean told the smuggler as he hauled the boy toward the portal. 

He heard Mamie Cat cackle behind him as he stepped through. ‘That’s what I like about you, boy. You love to live dangerously. I’m sure Kindean will be thrilled to see you.’ Her laughter chased him through the doorway. 

The portal spat him and the boy back onto the Nameless Plain. The darkness was complete, the only light coming from the spill of stars in the sky. Killean’s enhanced eyesight adapted quickly, but the boy was night-blinded. A whistling wind swept the debris of burnt grass stalks into wild eddies and tossed rock dust into their faces. Killean raised an arm to shield his eyes. He heard the unmistakable crackle of magic at his back and sighed loudly.

‘Don’t,’ he warned.

The boy had activated the gauntlet. Green fire curled around his fist and underlit half his face. He looked demonically furious. ‘You agreed to kill that man and you don’t even know what he did. He could be innocent,’ he exclaimed. 

‘He probably is,’ Killean agreed. ‘Shipwright Island has no extradition treaties with any of the major powers. It’s a good place for a man to run if he fears for his life and can’t trust the law to protect him.’ 

The boy shook his head angrily, firing off another question. ‘You told them I was a thief. Why?’ 

‘Because you are,’ Killean answered. ‘I might not remember the defenders I killed in Green Peaks, but I know that gauntlet is worn by mages of the Royal Guard, which you most certainly are not.’ 

The boy gaped at him. The flames wreathing his arm died out. ‘How do you know so much about the honoured guard?’ 

Killean thought about reminding him he’d killed a lot of them, but that seemed crass. ‘My uncle told me,’ he said instead. Now the boy goggled at him. He smirked and confirmed, ‘Yes. That uncle.’ 

Killean had exaggerated a little when he told Obawai every member of the Striking Talon had been slaughtered when he was a boy. There had been three survivors. Killean and his brother Kindean and their uncle Dadarro. His uncle had started the war Killean had eventually lost but before that he’d been his teacher and mentor on the road to rebellion. And madness. Because his dear uncle had most definitely been mad. You didn’t tilt the entire mainland into all-out war for the soul purpose of turning yourself into an immortal dragon otherwise. 

His uncle had fashioned himself a High King in the mould of their Onryn ancestors’ dead and past, wishing to reclaim their ancestral home of the Barley Lands from Three Rivers. Or at least that’s the story he’d sold Killean in the beginning. Kings took an interest in the wealth and power of their fellow monarchs, and his uncle Dadarro had passed on this interest to Killean, which meant he was very well versed in the powerplays of the petty lords and minor kings on the continent even now. 

He told the boy, ‘Obawai would’ve killed you if he thought you destined to live. Had I refused his proposal the soldiers would’ve tried to kill me too. Evading assassination attempts gets tedious after a while. It’s generally easier to feign compliance, leave, and come back later to stab them in the back.’ He shrugged, ‘It’s just common sense.’

‘I don’t believe you,’ the boy said. ‘You’re a villain. Why would you protect me?’ 

‘I told you. I respect your right to revenge.’ The wind picked up again, tugging through Killean’s hair. Turning his back on the breeze he started to trek toward the broken wall where he’d stashed his pack. 

The boy dogged his steps, cursing softly as he tripped over loose stones in the dark. ‘I’m not going to let you hurt anyone else,’ he declared boldly. ‘As soon as we get to Cockle Shore I’m going to report you to the Rivers Guard.’ 

Killean glanced over his shoulder. ‘“We?”’ he asked. 

The young buck’s voice was reedy and fluting, ‘Watching you die at Rivers’ hands will be almost as satisfying as killing you myself.’  

‘Are you sure?’ Killean asked, curiously. ‘I’ve always found more satisfaction in killing my enemies personally.’ It was the best way to make sure they truly ended up dead, he’d found. The old adage about wanting a job done right was never truer than when at war. 

‘That’s because you’re evil,’ the boy told him, with the confidence only a fourteen-year-old boy could muster. 

Killean smirked. Of course. How silly of him to forget. He found the nook where a corner of wall remained, creating a wind break for the straggling patch of weeds that had grown up around it. Fishing in the bush Killean found his pack and shrugged into it. ‘You’d be better off going home,’ he told the boy. ‘I don’t think you can keep up with me on the road.’

‘I won’t go home. Not until you’re dead. I’ve staked my reputation on it.’ 

‘Ah,’ Killean said. ‘You think killing me will exonerate your theft.’ He ignored the boy’s spluttered denials. ‘Suit yourself. But know this. Our deal is done. I gave you a chance to strike me dead and you failed. I won’t give you another.’ 

‘Next time, you won’t see me coming,’ the boy insisted. 

Killean cast his gaze heavenward, looking up at the starry sky. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked. 

‘I already told you. I am Ashinue Rogu of the Dancing Deer clan.’ 

Killean twisted back to look at him. ‘I thought that was your father’s name?’ 

‘It was.’ The boy looked away sharply, fiddling with the strap on his gauntlet. 

Killean sighed. Either the boy was lying or his mother was unimaginative and his late father a raging egotist. ‘I’m going to call you Ash,’ he said. 

‘I don’t want you calling me anything,’ the boy told him. 

‘Clear off, then.’ Killean set off with long strides across the plain toward the border with Potbelly Hills. If he squinted he could just make out the distant hills, rising like a slightly blacker outline against the horizon.

The boy did not clear off. He hurried to keep in step, igniting his gauntlet to light his way in the dark. ‘I’m not a thief,’ he panted after about forty minutes of the punishing pace Killean set. 

‘I don’t care,’ Killean replied, noting with keen interest that the boy’s wick of flame was stronger the closer he was to Killean. His lips twitched, somewhere between a sneer and a smirk. Oh, yes. The game was definitely afoot. 

Other than late, he had no idea what time it was. He did not own a time piece and for all the nights he’d spent camping under the stars he’d yet to master the art of keeping time by their movement. It was cold on the plain. The wind buffeting them first from one side and then the other, changing direction constantly as they trekked. Aside from the whistling wind and Ash’s muffled curses as he blundered along, there was no sound. No animals hunted the plain and few people would come out here by choice. The Nameless Plain really was a desolate, miserable place; a scar on the landscape that would never heal. 

He'd learned as a boy that there had once been an affluent, independent city state on the Plain, but long ago some manner of magical calamity had destroyed it, leaving only ruins behind. The magic unleashed on that day had ruined the landscape permanently, preventing any new settlers from reviving the old city. Many speculated that a portal accident had caused the wilder magics of the Timeless Realm to invade the Plain and that was the reason no one could remember the city’s name. The name had been snatched from memory and over time, the records lost. 

Killean wondered if the once fertile Barley Lands looked like this now. He hadn’t seen his homeland since the end of the war. Had the magic unleashed in that final decisive battle left the land arid and ruined, he wondered, or were the Barley Lands even now providing food for his enemies in Three Rivers? 

He’d find out in two days. Cockle Shore sat on the banks of the Uswe River, one of the three waterways that gave Three Rivers its name. The river also denoted the border with the Barley Lands. There were many countries and territories Killean was barred from entering, but strangely, Three Rivers wasn’t one of them. His pardon held, and while he was sure the High King’s guard would take an immediate interest in his presence in their territory, they couldn’t arrest him for being there. Not according to their own law. 

Privately, Killean suspected none of the guards would be prosecuted if they blasted him with magic or punched him through with arrows on first sight, but Three Rivers had always been enamoured with her own moral superiority. To kill a traitor in cold blood after having pardoned him would make the High King look two-faced, something to be avoided at all costs by the image conscious elders. Torvin, who had claimed his throne by murdering the previous incumbent, would be more sanguine about being called two-faced. He knew exactly what a bastard he was.  

All the same, in the six months since his pardon, Killean had avoided Three Rivers. Defeat and prison had quenched the fire in him to wreak havoc. He did not long for more war. He thought it would probably surprise his enemies to know he hadn’t enjoyed the last one. He’d fought because he’d believed his cause was just and when he could no longer believe that he’d fought for the cause he’d chosen regardless – because if he didn’t, who would? Revenge and justice were a double-edged sword and as he could not claim the former on his family’s behalf, he’d sought the latter instead. 

His clan had been killed on Minuidon’s orders. The former High King of Three Rivers and a member of a clan long at odds with the Onryn, Miniudon had been just as mad as Dadarro, in his own way. Kings stood above their laws, so Killean had had little recourse but to try and rip him off his throne and stamp his kingdom into the ground. Minuidon was gone now. His legacy thoroughly disgraced. But Three Rivers remained. 

Words could not describe how much he hated the land of Three Rivers. He’d been raised there, after his clan had fallen. He and Kindean. He’d been too young to understand at the time, but they had been brought to the High King as political prisoners. Kindean had been older, fourteen to his nine. A gifted mage even as a child, Kindean had been placed with the King’s Guard and swiftly found happiness in their ranks, appearing almost eager to forget their clan. 

Killean, not especially gifted at anything at that age, had been placed in the care of the man who would go on to be crowned High King after the war, Torvin-the-Spark, arguably Three Rivers greatest battle mage. 

He had not been Torvin’s only ward. Nadil Shiny Scale had been with Torvin two years by the time Killean was dumped on his doorstep. Two orphans no one else wanted, one with a lineage that marked him as both victim and potential traitor and the other a boy with no acknowledged parentage, born with a power to shapeshift that had once been thought exclusive to the royal line and the Onryn. Nadil would go on to become the hero of Three Rivers, loved by one and all, while Killean would realise all Three Rivers private fears about him. 

It had taken him years to realise putting him and Nadil together had been strategy not accident. Minuidon had hoped that by claiming the spoils of war, he could harness the dragonborn heritage that slumbered in both his and Nadil’s blood. Which only proved his madness. The Onryn had never been happy vassals of any High King, and Killean was no better, and as for Nadil...well. He was a whole other kettle of fish. 

But Minuidon had been desperate. His family line of Camry and the Striking Talon clan had both been dragonborn. An attribute that gave certain members of the bloodline the ability to shapeshift. The most remarkable of both families were able to shift into dragons and dominate the skies, but it was a rare ability and one that hadn’t been seen in the Onryn for several generations before first his uncle Dadarro and then, much later, Killean himself, had turned scale. The royal Camry bloodline had bred for the scale more freely, at least until Minuidon’s father and then Minuidon himself had been born with no magic at all. 

Always equals in power and esteem, war between Onryn and Camry had ended in costly stalemate a century before, necessitating a permanent peace. Yet, when the ability to turn scale left the High King’s bloodline the monarch started to fear the Striking Talon clan more than ever, especially when Dadarro proved he possessed the ability and the inclination to use it. Recognising that the balance of power had shifted in their favour, Dadarro pressed the clan to attack Three Rivers. The clan refused, and tired of war, they exiled Dadarro.

It did not save them. Dadarro’s rabble raising had only legitimised Minuidon’s fears. He orchestrated a massacre that could not easily be traced back to Three Rivers, but that everyone with any political acumen knew could only have occurred on his orders. Especially when Minuidon had swept in and claimed the youngest and weakest members of the bloodline as his “honoured” guests along with young orphan Nadil, who even to this day, no one publicly acknowledged as Minuidon’s bastard-born son. 

Nowadays that was because no one in Three Rivers wished to remember the disgraced former king, but in the beginning, it had been because no one would dare suggest Minuidon was anything but unfailingly devoted to his sickly and barren queen. 

Minuidon no doubt thought he’d arranged things very nicely for himself in the beginning. Kindean was happily loyal and Killean and Nadil were well-managed by Torvin. But Killean was never able to accept that his family’s killers remained at large. Frustrated that no one in Three Rivers appeared interested in pursuing justice, or the strategically vital fact that mercenaries strong enough to wipe out a powerful magical clan remained free to do it again, Killean abandoned Three Rivers at age fourteen, determined to find them himself. 

Which made him not entirely unlike his current tagalong. A fact Killean was fiercely ignoring. At least he’d
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