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To my mother, for all the books.

“We are all subject to the fates. But we must act as if we are not, or die of despair.”

- Philip Pullman
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Prologue
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The city of Mala was on fire.

Burning bodies fell from the spire like cinders from a flaming chimney, a high tower dominating over the layered districts of the city spat out its inhabitants like shooting stars in the night sky. Screams, smoke, clashing of metal, it all wafted along the air current into the Clerics Palace, where he watched his plan unfurling with a smile. By now the last of the Black family would be cornered in the upper spire, being put to the sword, and soon the other eleven cities would know of their downfall.

Let them be afraid, they will all meet the same fate.

“Master,” a masked man announced himself. “I have bad news.”

“What is it?”

“I’m afraid the Black heir wasn’t found among the bodies.”

He turned on the masked man. “Then find him, find Maddox. Seal the port. Do not let him escape!”

Outside of the palace the army amassed and were soon to be sent down to slaughter all uprising citizens in the lower districts. In the lower districts the loyal citizens to the Black family had put all local officials to the sword and hung the bodies from the lampposts. Beyond the high walls that enclosed the city of Mala and to the south was a port, where a man and woman hidden in a crate were lifted and stowed away in the hold of a ship bound for the mainland. In the woman’s arms she cradled a bundle of rags that stirred, but the woman rocked the baby until it fell back to sleep. The ship cast off and waves rocked the sleeping child further, who dreamt of screaming shadows, safe in the arms of a woman who was not her mother.

The ship drifted away, leaving behind it a city without an identity. Leaving behind it a tower of death that had once been their home, with halls filled with corpses that had once been their family.

Mala was the past.

Days passed into weeks to months as the man and woman fled into the distant mountains, away from the clutches of their enemies. A house was built and became a home, where the child grew into a curious little girl who never shied away from the hard training placed upon her. Three years passed when the man received a piece of paper which arrived tied to the leg of a raven.

He left and never returned.​
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Chapter 1: The Unknown
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“Wake up, my little blackbird,” a sing-song voice merrily called from the distance, making the boat rock and landscape fade. Her throat was parched, skin slick with sweat, but even though she realized it was a dream, Birdie struggled to keep hold of it, to make sense of it. But it was gone, like a shadowy room when the curtains are thrown open—which was just what happened. Bella pulled them aside and let the daylight flood in, making Birdie moan and block the light from her eyes with her hands.

“Do you have to do that every morning, Bel? It’s my birthday, let me sleep!” Birdie pulled the bedcovers back over her head and groaned as her aunt’s footsteps came closer.

“And you think the evil in this world cares that it’s your birthday? Evil creatures, demons, it’s her birthday! Please wait until it’s a time more suitable. Get real—or more importantly—get dressed!” A hand grabbed the blanket and Birdie kicked at it, but to no avail, as the blanket was ripped off and flung to the ground.

Birdie shielded her eyes by looking between her spread fingers, seeing if the blanket was a lost cause or not, but Bella had her hand on her hips, a sure giveaway. Birdie yawned and stretched, wiped the sleep from her eyes.

“Come on, I let you sleep past sunrise. Get dressed and meet me outside.” Bella turned and left the room, taking the blanket with her and opening the window for good measure.

Using the wash-basin in the corner, Birdie washed and dressed into her training clothes, tying her tousled hair back into a tight braid. In the main room of the cottage a steaming pot of porridge hung over the fire, which she ladled into a cup along with a spoonful of honey and brought outside with her.

The surrounding woods were alive with activity, birds chirruped from the trees as they swayed, creaking and knocking against each other. Bella stood by one of the workbenches by the woodshed, sharpening her knives. Birdie ate the porridge as they set off along the trail, walking adjacent to the river where a lone beaver was once again making repairs to the dam, and entered the treeline, passing by the archery range and coming to the Knife Tree.

It didn’t look anything like a knife, really, and was only called that due to the fact that it was a dead elm tree that they used for throwing blades at. It was situated just before a steep decline, and Birdie had spent many hours during her life searching those thorny bushes for misaimed weapons.

There were other trees they could have used. Hundreds, in fact. But that would be easy, and if there was one thing that Bella hated more than anything, it was doing things the easy way.

The first time Birdie had confronted her aunt over the Knife Tree’s location—or more correctly the scratches and stings gained from searching through those bloody bushes—the only answer she’d gotten was ‘It builds character’. Builds bloody calluses, more like.

“You first,” Bella said, putting her hands on her hips. Birdie took the three throwing knives from her belt and took position. They hit, the second just making the trunk.

“Not bad,” Bella said sucked her teeth. “But you’ve been slacking lately. Try again.”

Birdie pulled the blades out of the trunk and re-took her position, but hesitated.

“Is something the matter?” said Bella.

Birdie twirled the knife in her hand. “You’ll never answer.”

“Questions, is it? Go on, it being your birthday and all.”

“I was dreaming of Maddox last night, his face was hazy after so long, in shadow. You know the dream I told you about before, when you fled in the boat?” Bella nodded and Birdie closed her eyes, trying to bring it up in her mind’s eye. “But there was something else, before that. Something new, someone new.”

Birdie peeked and saw Bella had lifted an eyebrow, a rare mark to show that she was intrigued.

“I didn’t see a face, but he was looking at the spire. It was there in my dream, just like in the books, and he was... happy. He was happy about the people being killed, about the people that were jumping out of the spire. He was responsible for their deaths, and he didn’t care.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about it, Birdie. If it’s who I think it is, he’s a long way from us now.”

“You know him?”

“I never knew him. But Nefaro was the ring-leader behind that night. He’d organized everything. I guess that must be who you’re seeing.”

Birdie didn’t like the thought of the murderer of her family infiltrating her dreams.

They remained throwing knives for an hour before moving on to archery. An hour later they went back to the cottage and Bella dished out Birdie’s favourite, trailhead soup. After she’d devoured three bowls of the spicy soup, Birdie didn’t have to wash up and had a nap beside the fire.

She dreamed of tree-sized bushes that kept chasing her around the house, throwing knives at her.

Upon awaking, the fire was almost out and Birdie put a few logs onto the dying embers. Bella wasn’t anywhere in or outside the cottage. Birdie noticed a package on the workbench outside. Picking it up, she read Bella’s note on the parchment.

Happy sixteenth birthday, little Blackbird.

Birdie untied the ribbon and opened it.

Inside was a beautifully hand-crafted knife, with a hickory handle and polished steel blade. A bird had been carved into the hilt, which had been painted in a midnight black. While Birdie wasn’t one-tenth as good at forging weapons as Bella—and that was being generous—she had been painstakingly put through the basic lessons, and at least could respect the time and effort the woman had put into her gift.

After checking outside for her aunt and finding a note by the woodpile it read ‘patrolling area’. Birdie decided to go fishing. Shouldering her rod, she set off down the path and followed the river until it joined a larger one.

It was unusual for her not to be on patrol with her aunt. Birdie often patrolled the south and eastern boundaries. Not many people ventured this deep into the forest, so far from civilisation, but Birdie knew they were still being hunted.

She felt a small bit guilty about shirking her duties, even if it was her birthday. But with the sun shining down on her face and the river gurgling by, the smell of fresh grass strong in her nose and the anticipation of catching a fish, she wasn’t complaining.

Birdie sat by her favourite spot near the moss-covered boulders, and was about to cast, when something caught her eye. Not fifty paces downriver she found torn clothing, with blood stains covering the fabric, and more blood drops led away from the river and into the trees.

It looked like it was from her aunt’s clothing.

Following the blood trail into the trees, a figure sat slumped against a pile of rocks. Birdie couldn’t see its face, the figure facing away from her; only a bloodied hand that lay limp by its side. Steeling herself, she walked around to get a better look.

It was a man.

He had short cropped hair turned scarlet from the two gashes running down his scalp and forehead. Two familiar throwing knives stuck out from his chest, one of which looked like it had pierced his lung. She picked up a stick and poked him. Feeling braver, Birdie held a hand in front of his mouth. Not breathing, so she checked his pulse. Dead.

Birdie left the corpse and searched the area, finding another trail of blood that led away from the river. She found her aunt’s body crumpled by a dead-fallen tree, its bark all rotted and covered in a sickly black fungus that smelled of puss. Her clothing had been ripped open, revealing her chest, and scratch marks covered her upper torso, neck and arms. Birdie’s hands shook as she reached down to check her aunt’s pulse.

“Thank the Gods, you’re alive,” cried Birdie, as Bella gave a choking cough, spitting out a mouthful of bloody spit.

“Birdie, is that you? Don’t... Don’t touch the man. He... He’s diseased. Don’t touch him, or you’ll get it too.” Bella cracked open one bruised eye, registering the panic rising in Birdie’s face. Birdie frantically wiped her hand that’d touched the man on a moss-covered tree.

“You touched him?” Birdie nodded and Bella let her head drop. “Shit-balls.”

* * *
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On entering her aunt’s room, the stench made Birdie gag. The incense did little to cover the putrid odour that crept over her aunt, like maggots to decay. For days now Bella’s skin had been breaking out with more of the white spots. They ran down her neck and chest, leaking puss onto the stained sheets. Old spots were now surrounded with a dark and peeling rash, veins turned green and swollen, lips a dark, dry grey. For some reason the disease had not stricken Birdie ill, yet. It could only be a matter of time.

Steeling herself, Birdie soaked the cloth in a bucket of water and wet Bella’s forehead, then threw the rag into the bucket and picked up the bowl. “Bella, I’ve made soup.”

After some time, Bella’s eyes opened. “Blackbird?” her voice was weak and croaking, like the toads by the river. Eyes dark shadows, sunken and tired.

“Yes aunt, I’m here. You need to eat some soup. You’ll feel better, I promise.”

“There’s no time. You need to leave, before I fall back to sleep. They’re coming, he was only a scout.”

“Bella, you’re ill. It’s the fever. It will get better if you please just eat some of this s—”

A high-pitched scream cut off her pleading, it echoed through the woods outside. Bella grabbed Birdie’s hand, nails digging into her flesh. “Get to the woods. Don’t look back!”

“Come with me. We can make it out together.”

“No, I’d only slow you down. Look for Maddox... in Mala. Don’t trust anyone. Take this...” As Bella took off her necklace and handed it to Birdie, she began to cough a black froth that drooled down her chin. “Go,” she rasped. “Run!”

“I’m not leaving! I’m not!”

But Bella pushed her away, still stronger even in her weakened state. Bella stumbled out of bed, forcing Birdie from the room, banging the door shut. Birdie tried to push the door open, but it didn’t budge. She slipped the necklace over her head and ran from the room, deciding to get outside and see what was happening. The walls passed by in a blur, and as she left the cottage another scream echoed through the surrounding dark forest.

It sounded closer.

Her foot tripped on something and she tumbled into the log-pile in front of the woodshed.

“Run,” Bella screamed from inside the cottage. “Don’t look back!”

Birdie saw lights deep in the forest. She ran across the open meadow, away from the lights. Another scream pierced the night, making Birdie look back instinctively, and her foot caught on a mound of grass. The ground went tumbling over, grass-blades filling her mouth and blocking out the curses dribbling from her lips.

Silhouettes appeared behind the cottage, moving between the trees, holding torches. Hundreds of popping sounds echoed through the clearing, as if the trees were possessed—as if they had come to life and were slowly moving, creeping closer.

Her legs felt like giving way as she wobbled on, but she made it to the edge of the clearing. Hiding behind a tree, she looked back, seeing the figures move closer to the cottage, seeing the torches they held thrown onto her home and its thatched roof catching light instantly.

Birdie turned away and wiped her eyes, held her hands over her ears, trying to block out the distant screams of her aunt. She took a step forward, leaving everything she had ever cared for and loved behind.

The shadows of the forest hugged her in a dark embrace as she fled into the unknown.​

* * *
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Birdie awoke from the nightmare drenched, her fingers digging into something hard.

In her nightmare Bella had been lying on her bed covered in flames and men’s faces smiled and jeered at her cries for help. It took Birdie a moment to recall where she was. Another moment to realise it hadn’t been a nightmare at all.

It had been all too real.

Pressed up against a tree, sap streaked across her face and hands. A small grey squirrel on a nearby branch looked at her curiously, before fleeing as she began climbing down. The days gone by since fleeing her home were a series of blurred memories. Hunger was a numb sensation in her gut, overshadowed by fear, senses numbed by shock and cold.

The years spent training with Bella had saved her, her body purely moving through instinct. Those winter nights spent avoiding her aunt’s detection had sharpened her eyes and ears, kept her alert to shadows not belonging to the forest.

Birdie came to the first marker, a birch tree with a broken branch, followed its direction, then hours later a small pile of rocks built like an arrow. The wind occasionally carried sounds through the trees; sounds not of the forest and that had no place in them. Smells of acrid smoke stung at her nose, cries from far off, and once she’d caught the stench of sweat, but had given its owner a wide berth. Her step was light and gaze watchful as a white deer of the north.

Bella had always told her that when you thought you were safe, that was when the enemy would get you.

The words stung at her heart. She remembered the necklace and checked if it was still there, which it was. Birdie tucked it away as she walked into a clearing and approached the ancient willow tree at its centre.

In her younger days she had spent many days out here climbing the old tree. A squat mossy wall ran up and over a hill beyond it. She sat down by the willow tree, taking her boots off and squeezing the damp from her socks. She grunted as she tore fabric from her soggy pant leg to wrap her blistering feet with.

Boots and socks back on, Birdie stood up and took a long look at the tree, running her fingers over where they’d both carved the letter B. She stopped beside it, felt the worn grooves beneath her fingers, felt the pendant’s cold surface pressing against her skin, and with a last lingering glance behind her, she left the tree behind, following the wall up the hill.

The old trail that marked as far as her and Bella had ever gone came to an end far too soon, passing out through a tangle of trees and bush. It crossed a ditch and opened out onto a dirt road. The sign which was supposed to give her directions had been burned, but she needed to go west, or was it east?

“Shit-balls.”

Focus.

Birdie shivered as Bella’s voice floated through her mind, as if she was still there with her. Checking the sky, Birdie made sure the directions were correct, then placed her foot to the edge of the road, aware that with one more step she would be leaving the safe circle she had spent her entire life in. Her hands shook.

What lay ahead of her? Would she be better off staying at the wrecked cottage, and try to rebuild?

But there was no turning back. Not now.

Not ever.

The path didn’t give way beneath her boot, and the road didn’t open up and swallow her whole. It also had no fresh tracks, which was always a good sign. Routes around their home were scarcely used as the woods were believed to be haunted. A legend created by Bella’s relentless harassing of any traders who used to pass through the area.

But were they just stories? Those things last night had to be spirits, demons even.

“Get yourself together, Birdie,” she chided. “There’s no such thing as spirits or demons, or magic for that matter. It was lies people tell little children to scare them to bed, and you’re not a child, so stop filling you mind with absolute...”

Birdie stopped walking. She had smelled something just then, something burning. Smoke from a fire, or somebody cooking in a house, perhaps? Further down the path, she saw a smoke column rising above the trees and decided to leave the path, instead creeping through the trees. Through the gaps, across the clearing, was a smouldering village. Birdie began moving around the clearing, from one tree to the next, being as quiet as possible. There were no signs of life; not even a farm animal called out from the ghostly sight.

At the other side of the village, she crouched in some thick ferns and was about to walk into the clearing to get a closer look, when a hand grabbed her from behind and pulled her back down to the ground. Another hand covered her mouth before she could scream.

“Keep quiet or I’ll cut your throat,” hissed a voice close to her ear. Birdie looked up at the figure kneeling over her. Two bright blue eyes shone from a woman’s face covered in mud. Her hair was braided and caked in mud also. The woman put her finger against Birdie’s lips before taking her hand away. “They might still be around,” whispered the woman, standing.

“Who?” Birdie sat up slowly, rubbing her neck, also noting that the knife was still very close.

“Who do you think?” the woman jabbed her knife at the village. “Lie down. If I hear you moving...” The woman held up the knife, so Birdie nodded, lying down amongst the thick ferns. The woman disappeared from view, her faint footsteps quickly fading.

Minutes passed. “Come on,” Birdie whispered. Drops of light rain fell, increasing to fat beads, dripping into her eyes, sticking her tangled hair to her scalp all the more. More silence, her heartbeat the only companion in the world. It drummed in her ears as the moments stretched out.

The sound of a breaking twig came from behind her. Birdie froze as she felt something tug on her foot and a man’s voice growled something unrecognisable. Birdie could only give a pathetic squeak as she felt a hand grab her leg and was dragged out of the ferns.

A man built like a bear had three scars running down over one discoloured eye, yellow teeth revealed as he frowned down at her. The man spoke again in a language she didn’t understand. He looked around and smiled as he settled his gaze back on her. He pulled out a jagged, badly forged knife from inside his fur coat and whispered something.

Birdie tried to push herself away from him, snatching at the ferns and grass for something sharp or heavy to use as a weapon, cursing herself for leaving her knife behind in the cottage. He snatched up a short coil of rope from his belt, pulled loose the knot, and tried to grab her leg again. She kicked it away, but the man growled and lurched at her, punching her into the ribs, folding her up like a blanket. He’d the rope slipped over her ankle and tightened in a heartbeat, and she was still trying to suck in air as he pulled her along the forest floor, sliding over rocks, sharp thorns which scratched at her arms and neck. 

“No, get off!” Birdie croaked, searching for something to use as a weapon, but all her fingers found were grassy clumps and edges of embedded rocks that wouldn’t give way. She managed to slip her arms around the end of a fallen log. He tugged on the rope, making her leg burn with the tension. As she blinked up at him, Birdie couldn’t help the fear that rose in her. It bubbled up and clawed its way out of her throat in a whimper.

The man smiled wider.

She kicked her legs at him as he closed the distance between them. “Get the fuck away from me!” she screamed, aiming a kick at his groin, but he blocked it with his leg, returning a kick into her gut, making her gag and curl up once more.

The man laughed as he pulled away her arms, putting the knife’s tip against her cheek. The world spun then as he pounced on top of her, forcing the air from her lungs like a bellows. He backhanded her into the face with his free hand. Its sting was unnatural, turning the world above her into a spinning chaos of colour. As he pressed the knife’s point into the hollow of her collarbone, she could feel blood trickling down the side of her neck. He grabbed her by the hair and went to cut the fabric of her tunic, when a voice spoke from behind him. The man glanced back and stood up.

Air felt like icy shards as it rushed back into her lungs. She tried to push herself up, to get away, but her legs were too weak and she just collapsed onto the log. Using it for support, Birdie crawled away from the man and spat out bloody spit and lumps of dirt. Strange voices were speaking in that piggish language, but she didn’t care. All that mattered right now was getting away.

Birdie stopped crawling.

One of the voices was familiar.

Looking back, the woman with the mud on her face smiled, pointing around at the woods, then at Birdie. The man laughed and slid his knife into his belt, rubbing his hands together before glancing back at Birdie and nodding, thumbing his chest. There was an easy expression on his face as he spat into his hand and offered it to the woman. After they released hands, he moved towards Birdie.

Her breath heaved in her chest as they moved closer, the man sliding out his knife once more, lips cracking to reveal rotted teeth. They were both on the same side. She was going to die.

He reached out for her with dirt-caked fingernails, jagged blade getting closer, and then there was a swishing sound. His eyes bulged as the sword sliced through the flesh and bone of his neck, ripping tendons like fishing line, and his head went spinning up into the air, landing with a horrible squelching sound, rolling along the forest floor and coming to a rest beside Birdie.

The eyes were still rolling, lips twitching. Streams of blood spurted out from the gaping wound where his head had been, turning everything in its immediate vicinity red, which included Birdie. His decapitated body stabbed at empty air, but thankfully with limp arms which widely missed anything and she jumped back.

The body dropped to its knees. Blood spurted up from the gaping hole once more in a final jet. The woman kicked the body onto the ground, lifted her sword and drove it through the man’s back, piercing the heart and stilling the twitches.

Birdie vomited, getting it all down the front of her clothes and her filthy boots.

The woman pulled her blade free and kicked the man's corpse. “Fuckin’ pigs,” she growled, and then looked down at Birdie. “You OK?”

“You’re not with them?” Birdie wiped her mouth with her sleeve, allowing herself a small shiver.

“No, I’m not.”

“You’re not going to kill me?”

“Maybe, maybe not.” The woman spat onto the man’s corpse. “Damn animals, surprised they don’t bleed shit.” The woman leaned down and cleaned her sword on the man’s clothes.

“W-Who are you?”

The woman ignored her. “You live ‘round here?”

“My house was... was burned, like the village. My aunt... she’s...” Birdie couldn’t say the words.

The woman nodded. “We need to move. You fall behind, I won’t wait. Put these on.” The woman tossed her the man’s boots and a cloak from his pack, both of which were too big, but mercifully dry. Birdie didn’t complain about the smell.

The woman nodded once more and wiped her nose. “Well, I guess you’d best stick with me then, ‘til we get to an outpost at least.” She walked away into the woods, not looking back. Birdie checked that she was out of view, before kneeling down and taking the dead man’s knife. She cleaned it on him, and then spat onto the corpse for good measure, before turning and chasing after the woman.
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Chapter 2: Clerics and Schemes
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Kassova Kye fingered through the reports on his desk and smoothed back his long, oiled hair with his other hand. He looked back up from the desk, to the man standing on the far side of it. Only the man’s eyes were visible, the rest hidden behind a black mask, its bird-like beak pointing down in a curve almost touching its chin. A thick black cloak hid the man’s many weapons, which had clinked somewhat noisily as he had entered the room.

Kye hated the Masked Lodge, bunch of bloated up bodyguards, the lot of them.

But then, Kassova Kye hated everyone.

“You were saying, major...?” Kye managed in getting his tone of voice perfect, one-half terminal boredom and the other half icy contempt. The Kye special.

“It’s Moore and I said we need more men and powder in the eastern portcullis. You know how explosive the damn stuff is, keeps going off. If we’re attacked without it the fire-pipes on the walls won’t do a thing to save us. We could also use some more grunts for repairs, but His Supreme and the ministry have ignored any of our requests.”

Kye stood up, sweeping around the table and moving closer to the officer, giving him a flash of his metal teeth. “Say that again, would you?”

“We need men. We’re undermanned, there’s no way—”

The slap echoed off the marble walls, and as the officer stumbled away from being backhanded, he covered his face with a gloved hand. The mask had been pushed askew and revealed heavily scarred flesh beneath.

Kye pointed a finger at the soldier. “You need what His Supreme tells you, and that’s to hold fast and make do with what you have. Come here again begging for resources and I’ll have your body rotting on the eastern ramparts as a reminder to your men. Now get out of my sight!”

The soldier fixed his mask, saluted and moved to exit the room.

“Wait!” called Kye, clicking his fingers, making Vines—who had been silently standing in the corner for the past few minutes, now put an arm against the door. “I have an idea. Yes, Major Moore, I’m feeling generous today, quite generous. You have one month to use whatever resources you can gather together. Let’s call it a trial run. I’ll give you permission to begin taxing the refugees in the eastern valley. Call it... a Life-Levy, if you will. Any who can’t or won’t pay can join the army or leave, let them fester outside our protection in fear.

“Before one month’s time, major, I’ll send someone to inspect your progress. Any and all refugees who are drafted will be given basic training and armed, all supervised and supplied by you and your officers.”

Moore nodded and saluted once more. Vines opened the door for the man and slammed it shut behind him, making the torches flutter in their brackets. Once back behind his desk, Kye eyed the pile of papers.

Reports, reports, reports. The twelve rings of the underworld are filled with reports, surely.

Scanning through them, they were mostly supply orders, receipts. Though a thin metal vial had been sent from one of his agents, informing him they’d narrowly escaped capture by the Temple’s scouts, having been engaged in tracking their movements for weeks just beyond the eastern mountains.

If this agent sends me such a vague and useless report again, I’ll castrate him.

Still no word from his other agent, who had probably fled south. 

If she ever shows her ginger head around here again, I’ll draw-and-quarter the bitch.

A handful of agents he had out there, searching constantly for any sign of Maddox Black and his sister, Bella. The Black Shadow had been a scourge in Mala the past few years, but his occasional bouts of murdering guards or burning buildings had vanished. Kye would find him, even if it was the last thing he’d do, he’d string that b—

A knocking on the door broke Kye’s train-of-thought, and he nodded to Vines, who unbolted the door. The turkey-like figure of Quadra-Minister Fleck wobbled in, his too-large official robe trailing behind him like a mummy’s quim. He looked in a foul mood—even greyer-skinned and darker-eyed than usual—and the wrinkled skin beneath his chin wobbled as he shook his head.

Kye stood up. “Good evening, sir, to what do I owe the plea—”

“This is no damn time for damn pleasantries.” Fleck turned and looked at Vines. “Get out!” Vines shut the door behind him. Fleck paced the room, looking up sporadically and fixing Kye with a cocktail of emotions, mostly bad. “I suppose you’ve heard, then? One of the eastern outposts has fallen. Those bastards have actually attacked us! The Eclipsi are nothing but savages, and they think they can match us? Attack us, the might of the world!” Fleck collapsed into the chair in front of Kye’s desk—without asking—and took out a purple kerchief from inside his cloak and began wiping beneath his chin, which had begun to sweat profusely.

Might of the world, indeed.

“His-Supreme is retaliating?” Kye opened his lower desk drawer, took out the bottle of spirits and poured the bright yellow liquor into a small glass, handing it to Fleck.

The man took it and sipped. “Better, thank you. Yes, of course he is, but he won’t be happy with you, Kassova.”

“It was unfortunate.” Kye nodded, walking around the desk, pacing the space behind Fleck. He knew the man hated it when he did it. “I gave the agent strict instructions. It was their last chance. I was wrong to put so much faith in their abilities. They will be promptly dealt with, have no fear.”

Fleck finished his drink. “Worried? Hah, it’s not me who let Nefaro down. He has summoned you.”

“What... when?”

“Right this moment, I wanted to come and give you the news, personally. Sergeant!” The door opened, but instead of Vines, an officer strode in, followed by a dozen other members of the Masked Lodge. Fleck smiled. “Come now, Kassova, let’s not make this any harder than it needs to be.” Fleck shambled out of his seat as the men surrounded Kye, who held up his hands.

Outside in the hall Vines lay unconscious on the floor, his hands and feet trussed up in rope. In the courtyard outside Kye’s headquarters, he and Fleck climbed inside a carriage. Four of the masked men sat opposite, two holding small crossbows, trained on Kye. As the carriage began rumbling its way out of the courtyard and along the cobbled road, Kye saw that all traffic on the bridge connecting to the Bone-Portcullis had stopped.

The carriage followed the road away from the bridge, first through the slapped together tenements, where some better off refugees had luckily been allotted beds, to the more maintained parts of the district. Kye thought about the refugees in the Spine valley, below the bridge they had passed, and he was content that he’d soon be at least putting an end to that problem.

The valley was an ancient earthwork surrounding the mainland port. The ministry had foolishly sought to put refugees in there. The four bridges—the Spines—the only means of access across and into the port, had let these streams of human refuse across. The Masked Lodge had supervised their transportation into the valley, through the network of ancient mining tunnels. The refugees had been spending the past few weeks and the scaffolding given to them to create thousands of cling-on residences, these now were scattered alongside the cliffs below the Spine like a bad case of crotch rot.

To cleanse the land, restore order, regain power. Nefaro’s Mantra drummed through his head, one of many statements of the old man’s that Kye held close to his heart. Kye would at least not be failing his master in that respect.

Kye held no doubts that the old man was angry. Kye had been his prodigy, schooled in the Clerics Palace at the early age of seven, then sent to the Palace of War at thirteen, sharpened of both mind and sword by the best at both. But recent events had warped that image Kye had created, had worked hard for, to the point that Nefaro had shoved his champion to the edge of the war against the Alliance, and put him on Gods-damned clerical duty, at the fucking east Bone Portcullis...

Kye unclenched his fists and took a deep breath.

It was surely the equivalent of hiring a whore just to re-patch your damned socks.

“What’s so funny?” Fleck was frowning at him.

Kye shook his head and stared at the ceiling, wiping off the grin and keeping his face neutral.

The carriage passed through the checkpoints without hindrance, the bonus of having Nefaro’s seal of power engraved on the front of your carriage, he supposed. Kye also noted the increase in the Masked Lodge’s presence. There had always been a steady supply of the men in masks, but the ministry must’ve been recruiting more muscle in order to keep the swell of refugees in check.

So much for limited resources...

Once the carriage moved through the civilian quarters and began to descend, the air filled with the salty smell of the sea. Soon Kye heard the cry of gulls above and as the carriage pulled up and they exited, he saw his old nemesis.

The fiend partly responsible for his fall from grace.

Water.

Fleck smiled. “I almost forgot, you don’t like water, do you, Kassova? Well, don’t worry. You don’t have any pirates to fear on this journey, and the Black Shadow is long gone, I’m told.”

Kye flashed the old turkey his silver smile​ as he walked towards the gangway. “I wouldn’t fear, Fleck. If we get caught in a storm, I’ll strangle you before you drown.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: The Coin Flip
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Leek was a coward, or so his siblings had always told him. But Leek knew that deep down inside he had what it took to be brave.

He chewed on his fingernail and spit out a piece, his mother having shaved his hair to stop the spread of lice on the road, so now his nails were bitten down to the quick.

Leek hated himself for being afraid, always afraid, and he was aware of the fact that he wasn’t the strongest, or had as much meat on his bones than a starved weasel.

But Leek knew he could be courageous.

“Remember Leek, don’t show fear,” his mother had told him on the way to the gate. She stood beside him now, a dark, worried expression on her face. Not related by blood, but the only family he’d left in the world.

The only reason she’d ever taken him into the family was he showed promise in thievery. Leek had been the youngest of fostered siblings, taken into the fold due to his small body frame which was ideal for window-picking. He’d always been the black sheep and runt of the family rolled into one. His older fosterlings were better at stealing, purse-snatching, and window-tickling, which involved putting his arms into pried open gaps not knowing if he’d get them back out again—some even had the rare gift for entertaining the crowd so the others could get close to work their magic.

Even through the bullying, the teasing, the loneliness, the never-ending travelling from town-to-village, he’d loved them in a way. But then he’d left home for good and helped out in the tavern they passed on one of their many travels, a quaint but lively inn situated in the centre of Willow’s Creek. It was years before the White-Spot plague had come and wiped out most of the countryside, turning once bustling communities into ghost towns.

Marlo had been a prodigiously bellied inn-keeper and a great cook, a talent he bestowed upon Leek, but Marlo also had a hunger for old books traded to him for whiskey or fire-water, and had helped Leek learn his letters with these volumes of history and adventure.

But the inn was gone now, burned down by raiders, Marlo slain in the struggle. Leek had returned home to find his siblings filling holes in the ground beside a crumbling church. All that was left of his crooked family and bleak past was his mother, who now jostled him forwards, as they came to the front of the line.

He had to be brave, for her.

“Everyone must flip the coin,” the tall man in black robes and mask held out a palm-sized medallion of dark metal engraved with circles. “Take it and don’t be holding up the line.” Leek glanced around and saw that most of the people in the line were watching him. He took the coin, gasping as cold energy flooded into the flesh of his palm. It swept through nerves and veins, seeming to turn blood to ice.

“You’ll never forget your first feel of anatine steel.” The man laughed and a few people chuckled. “What’s it going to be then? Flip it, and we’ll see what happens.”

Leek looked at the masked man, then up to the vast gate that rose above them. The Bone Portcullis stood out starkly against the grey sky, a wide moat below reflected the gate and made an impression of two rows of fangs opening wide to swallow him whole.

With all of this weighing on his mind, or in his hand, he flicked the medallion up into the air and watched it spin. Time slowed. Leek watched the light gleaming along its edge as it rose, watched as the twelve circles on both sides glimmered. He waited for it to begin its descent, but it just stayed there, hanging in mid-air, spinning.

The medallion’s surface turned a bright blue.

“Look!” the voices called around him, gasping. “He’s one of them, Blood of the Twelve!”

“Dirty scum!”

“Step away from the boy, woman,” said the man in charge. “He needs to come with us. Don’t make it any harder than it needs to be.” His mother had been clutching him close as the group of masked men surrounded them, her nails digging into his wrist.

Her eyes filled with tears. “No, please, he’s all I have left. I’ve had him since he was just a youngling. Let me go with him, please?”

“Leave her alone!” Leek shouted, as the men grabbed his mother, struggling to pry them apart. His mother clawed to keep hold of Leek, ripping the skin on his wrist as the men pulled harder.

“Please, don’t take him from me, I can help!”

“No, let her come with me, please!” Leek reached out for her. Their fingertips clung together briefly, before she was pulled out of reach and then out of view. Leek was jostled and shoved through the gate.

After struggling for another few moments, one of the masked men finally grew irritated and slapped Leek across the face. “Enough!”

He glanced back, looking for his mother and saw her. She was sitting on the ground with her head in her hands, crying. The masked men were standing around her with drawn weapons.

“I love you! Mother, I love you!’ Leek cried out, trying to break free from the men’s grip once more. One of the men punched him into the gut, hard, driving any resistance left out of him.

He was dragged away from his mother, hanging limp in their arms.

* * *
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The bridge curved over a giant ravine where people swarmed, up the walls, building shacks one atop the other. He’d grown silent and placid, so the men had finally let him walk by himself. 

Looking down at the small figures below, he could only feel jealous. These must be the lucky refugees, the last to be allowed access into the Spine Ravine before restrictions had been set in place. Behind them, soldiers patrolled the Bone Wall in columns, small as ants from down here. The bridge, no, the Spine was one of four arteries allowing access into the port on the extruding tip of mainland. Leek had heard the stories from men in the inn that any unauthorized ships found in the ministry’s waters were sank without question.

Leek rolled these thoughts and memories through his mind again and again for comfort, past lessons instilled to him by Marlo. The four masked men escorting him were poor conversationalists, but at least they weren’t hitting him anymore. He could hear the thrum of humanity in the ravine below. There was the faint thwacking of picks, banging hammers, voices piercing through every now and then, which was washed away beneath the crunching wheels of the approaching line of carts, laden with crates, barrels, weapons, these followed by columns of soldiers.

They passed by the last column, where the Spine ended and the path was immediately flanked by high cliffs, shooting up from the ravine behind. Towers had been built into the cliffs, from where archers watched them pass, and the rope bridges inter-joining the towers slightly rocked in the breeze. After what seemed an hour, and about thirty more towers, they came to a palisade wall, where a wide gate was swung open, letting carts through.

After a brief exchange of words and a flash of a scroll they were allowed through the gate, where Leek found scores of men stationed behind the barricade, loitering about, mostly playing cards at tables or sat by campfires. Little heed was paid to him or his escort.

Leek wondered what his brothers and sisters would think if they could see him now. The skinny little wretch of the gang being manhandled by armed men.

As they left the palisade behind, even larger towers had been built above this part of the road, some with strange contraptions visible from here. It looked like a bow, but sideways, and fixed onto hinges and on a swivel, so the soldiers manning them could move them at any angle. They passed through two more barricades, each of a larger size and these built from stone.

Stepping through the gate, Leek felt a wave of dizziness wash over him, as spread out before him was an ocean of humanity. Houses had been built one atop the other, falling away in descending steps that from here looked like a giant's stairwell. Chimneys from these ramshackle houses streamed clouds of black smoke into the air. As they passed along the road citizens gave them a wide berth. Every tree that they passed had been felled, their stubs acting as stunted milestones. Squadrons of masked men could be seen every once in a while bustling their way through the throngs, inspecting carts or searching houses, but security in this mismatched shantytown was heavily outnumbered, and they seemed to be acutely aware of the fact, as Leek's escort kept their hands close to their pommels.

As the sloping ground levelled out and they passed another checkpoint, he found that they had entered into a more developed area—albeit still crowded and houses crammed one atop the other, but the people here seemed more at ease with their squalor. The escorts stopped for a moment at a guardhouse, a squat stone hut with arrow holes pockmarking it, and after feeding and watering themselves and Leek, they ventured back onto the road and continued their journey.

The sun was lowering in the sky as they climbed a hill, Leek's jaw dropped at the sight of unfathomable amounts water in the distance. He had read about the sea, of course, but no amount of reading or imagining could prepare him for the awe it inspired in his heart.

Ships lined the shore, massive warships, merchant ships and small skiffs. It was the latter they ended up boarding after descending through the crowds of seamen and soldiers. Not long after leaving shore he discovered something else that those books had failed to mention.

Seasickness.​
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Chapter 4: Hall of Faces

[image: ]


Quadra-Minister Fleck’s bravery had waned by the time the Hall of Faces loomed above them. They had got swiftly through the throng of civilians that choked the city’s thoroughfare, forcing a path along the main road leading to the upper districts. The hall was a pyramid of metal situated at the peak of the city. It gleamed in the sunlight, reflecting the spire rising behind it.

They crossed the wide stone terrace, between stout towers, each crowned with the ministry’s red flags. As they climbed the steps the pike-men moved aside, and the metal doors slid silently open. Kye looked up in fascination at the many designs worked onto the doorway. It must have been fifty strides high, covered in artwork, depicting hundreds of gnarled demons and men, all screaming in horror as they disappeared into the shadows.

Kye had scoured the palace’s archives when he’d been in-training as a novice, searching for information about the spires’ creators. If any records of who they were still remained, they’d been hidden away long ago. Some said an old race of men had built the spires. Some said not men at all, but a more advanced civilization descended from the skies.

“What are you looking at?” Fleck followed Kye’s gaze to the roof.

Kye shook his head. The faces on the walls of the inner pyramid were barely discernible from here. No one knew how many there were. Frozen faces stared back from their eternal prisons, both low and high, forgotten pale contrasts to the dark metal that was now their graves.

The Hall of Faces rightly deserved its name and its eerie reputation.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Kye whispered, as they made their way between the metal columns supporting the pyramid. Minuscule veins of blue streaks spiked and writhed on the surface as if alive inside of the dark marble. Tiny yellow dots of light pulsed in sporadic bursts, like raindrops falling and landing against a windowpane. Kye shook his head and wished—not for the first time—he’d been born in that world now long vanished.

Kye was snapped from his thoughts as he noticed figures walking towards them. Two men of the Masked Lodge, escorting a young man bound in chains. He was a skinny thing with big wide eyes staring at his feet.

“Blood of the Twelve,” Fleck hissed. “They shouldn’t try to harness their powers. Nefaro should string them all up!”

Kye nodded. His stomach churned with disgust for the comment, but Fleck’s contempt was strongly shared within the Ministry. Kye himself had harboured similar beliefs, before her that was.

“What are you waiting for?” Fleck beckoned him to follow.

Kye turned away from the group exiting the hall and could see the watching, eager eyes of the ministry’s ruling elite sat behind their table. Nefaro was perched highest in the middle, dressed in green robes of silk and a high peaked hat. Kye stopped below the long metal table and bowed.

Ah, the black sheep has returned to the broken family that is the Ministry of Faces. How I have missed you all.

“Step forward,” said Nefaro, old voice still filled with a power that made men obey. Kye stepped closer. “As you have all heard, there’s been an assault on one of our eastern outposts. We’ve called you here, Kassova, to inform you that you’re being released from your duties at the portcullis. There’s greater need for your skillsets elsewhere. Before we move on to further matters, I must ask if you still have agents working in the eastern boundaries.”

“I have an agent currently working closely with the Eclipsi and the leaders of the advancing rabble. They’ve been relaying enemy plans for some time now.”

“And who is this agent?” Quadra-Minister Powel, sat on Nefaro’s right-hand side, didn't try to mask the scorn in his tone.

“With all respect,” sneered Kye, “my agents’ identities must remain anonymous. One has already been compromised.”

“The Black heir will be caught eventually, we have no doubts about the matter,” said Nefaro, sharing a tired expression with Powel.

Powel sneered down at Kye. He could give a good sneer, could Powel. “How many times can Maddox make a fool of you, Kassova? Leaving you for dead at sea, and then running rings around you in your own city.”

Kye flashed Powel his silver smile. “I guess seeing things from behind a desk your entire life gives you a skewed perspective in fighting the enemy. Tell me, aren’t you head of security for the city? How is it that the Druids are building a stronghold right under your nose?”

Powel bared his teeth. “Mind your tongue, boy.”

“I’m not a boy anymore, old man, and I think you’ve grown foolish and greedy in your old age. How much coin did it take for the Druids to buy your loyalty?”

Powel stood up, shaking his fist at Kye. “You insolent little shit! I’ll have you hung outside my office windows by your fucking balls! I am loyal to Nefaro! To the Ministry! I’ve served him before you were born!” He turned to Nefaro, pointing a finger at Kye. “You’re going to let him speak to one of your commanders like this?”

Kye turned back to the shadows, waving at the figure leaning against the nearest column. The figure walked into the light, pushing back his hood, revealing a pale, smooth face, large beady eyes, skin covered in runes and markings.

“A Druid?” frowned Nefaro. “You bring one of them onto sacred ground?”

“Forgive me, Supreme, but this is one of my agents. He’s been working amongst the Druids for many years, and he has something you’ll want to hear...”

Nefaro looked from Kye to the Druid, then to Powel. “Speak, then.”

The Druid stood beside Kye and lifted his hand, pointing a long finger at Powel. “I’ve seen this man speaking with our leaders. I’ve seen money exchanged and heard from some of my most trusted friends in our order that Powel will help us seize power. He’s been revealing all secrets spoken at this table for years.”

Nefaro looked at Powel, his eyes filling with such anger that Kye’s smile faltered even though it wasn’t aimed at him.

“You betrayed me?” hissed Nefaro.

Powel shook his head. “They’re lying!”

Kye took out a scroll from inside his cloak. “His accounts and signatures, Supreme.” Kye handed the documents to Nefaro, who scanned through them and slowly nodded. He lifted his head and nodded to the elite guards standing behind the table. “Seize him, bring him to the cells. I’ll speak with him later.”

“No, they’re lying!” shouted Powel. “I never... I’ve never... Bwah-aghah,” and he was silenced as the guards gagged him, bound him in iron and led him away.

Nefaro put the proof inside his cloak and looked at Kye. “It still leaves the problem of dealing with these Druids.”

Kye bowed. “With your permission, Supreme, I could clear out the spire. I would risk my life it allowed me to return to the ministry’s good graces...”

Nefaro thought for a moment, before nodding. “Granted, and we’ll speak about this Life-Levy afterwards.” He scribbled onto parchment and stamped it. Handing it to Kye, he beckoned him closer, the familiar eyes of a friendly tutor smiling. “For whom am I to stop a man bent on filling his own grave?”

* * *
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Sweat rolled down the side of the inspector’s face. He wiped it with a cloth, leaned back in his saddle and waited for Kye to speak. Kye, whose stomach churned from being tossed this way and that after sailing back from Mala’s port, fought the rising bile.

“It seems Major Moore has done everything instructed,” said Kye, looking out over the edge of the Spine, at the ravine below, teeming with refugees being lined up into ranks. Now dizziness joined his cocktail of sickness and excitement.

“Yes sir, the best of the refugees have been outfitted and armed, any who refused were forcefully removed. The training’s been ongoing for some days now. Reports say the conscripted force amount to over fifty thousand.”

“Keep an eye on things. Make sure the quality of leadership doesn’t slip.”

The inspector nodded, saluted, before guiding his horse back across the Spine, away from the eastern Bone Portcullis. Kye spurred his horse along the bridge, passing beneath the ridged supports. Leaving the bridge, he dismounted and tethered the horse at the gatehouse. The tower’s door creaked open, awakening the handful of dozing guards inside. They saluted him as he stalked past and started up the stairs. Vines waited for him atop the tower, leaning against the parapet. His eyes were heavily bruised from the scuffle with the guards, but it would take more than a lone squad to break that troll-like skull.

“Sir,” Vines greeted.

“Good to see you up and about,” smiled Kye. “Look out there, Vines,” Kye pointed. “Look out there and tell me what you see?”

Vines shook his head. “Mountains?”

“Beyond the mountains, what lies there?”

“The... border?”

“Exactly, Vines. That’s where our enemy is coming from. Over those mountains lies plague and death, but what else?”

Vines pondered the question. “Cold weather?”

“Perceptive as ever, Vines. Yes, it would be cold, but what I see out there is opportunity.” Kye took the scroll out from inside his cloak. “Look at this. It’s an old map, made long ago when the Twelve first ruled. See here? Look how far the territory used to span.” His finger passed the thick line of mountains and forest that bordered the Bone Wall on all sides, past the land of Eclipsi, to the once great ancient cities beyond.

“The cities had fallen millennia ago. But I bet my left nut there’s still vast wealth hidden there, surely—lost technology, weapons and what-not. This is what will be ours once we exterminate the sages and chase down whatever’s left. Once we take care of them, then we explore!” Kye smacked the scroll against Vines’ forehead and looked out at the land.

“And the ministry agreed to an expedition? Not like them to set their sights on the mainland, with the Alliance biting at their heels.”

“The ministry’s filled with old





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
TALE OF A BLACKBIRD

R.CJ. Dwaxe






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





