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

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

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

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

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

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

Vraymorg. Yes, they called him that.

But it was just a name to hide his secrets.

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

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

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

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

Hideous. Forbidding.

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

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

Rozenn, Queen of Cahir. Young, pretty.

His enemy.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Rozenn was too clever to bring an army against him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

What she knew…

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“He teases you, whoever he is.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hear what?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“The pleasure will be mine.”

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

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

“A book?”

“No. It is a warning.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

He did not reply. His heart drummed against ribs.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes?”

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

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

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

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

She looked at him. Just looked.

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

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

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

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

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

“There is no Serravan. Not for centuries.”

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

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

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

A shrug. “I brought you a gift.”

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

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

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

Few possessions and he valued none of them.

“I know.”

“And what will you do?”

“Nothing.”

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

“You’d spill his blood? A child’s?”

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

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

“The priests and priestesses did. Yes.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

With ragged breaths, Rozenn stripped off his garments.

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

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

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

The Cahireans. Leaving before dawn.

Vraymorg turned for his cloak. His breath cut.

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

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

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


KAELL

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Stop that man.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The warrior responded with a limp, disinterested stroke.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Here to kill me, ghoul?”

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

“I have a message for you too.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A hand brushed his sleeve. Kaell turned.

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

“Yes.”

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

“No one.” Kaell took a step back.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He looked exactly as a Telorian bladesman should. Except—

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The closest to a father Kaell had ever known.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

You always bet on Isles bladesmen.

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

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

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

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

His lord was not here.

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

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

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

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

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

What? He might be proud?

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

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

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

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

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

His shoulders fell. “Arn.”

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

“Who did you expect? Vraymorg?”

Kaell scuffed a boot across ground. “No.”

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

“Why should I care?”

“You’re hurt.” Arn said. “Bleeding.”

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

“I heard talk of a ghoul—”

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

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

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

“I wasn’t hiding. I was just—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Why, Kaell?”

Again he groped for his sword, jagging it up and down. His need blurted out
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The inn stank of stale wine and cold sweat. Of intrigue. Heath raked its gloom, spying his sister Judith alone at a corner table.

He ducked his head beneath a low-hung beamed roof, his cloak swishing leather boots as he dodged crowded benches to reach her. Discordant voices, laughter, the odours of tallow and roasted meat roiled in a chaotic blend so very typical of this dreadful city.

A girl in a low-cut, tight gown brushed past. Heath stared with undisguised interest at her sand-pale hair. She favoured him with a bold, nearly toothless smile.

A seaman at a nearby table glared. “Go find a goat, stranger. She’s taken.” He pulled the unprotesting girl onto his lap. Dice spilled as the table rocked. Another sailor sprang up, pointed an accusing finger at Heath, and jabbered.

Heath at once groped for his sword. Though—think it through. Killing drunken fools attracted attention. Reluctantly he weaved past two soldiers huddled over a table, their voices low and careful, their glances creeping over their shoulders as though they plotted treason.

An idle thought. His mind turned on schemes more dangerous than betraying kings.

He slid onto a bench opposite his sister, leaning to kiss her cheek. Judith’s perfume tantalised with a fragment of blossoms. It reminded him of lazy, steaming summers, of billowing clouds above fields of cornflowers.

“That girl has yellow hair.” He jerked his head. “Where’d she get that, do you think?”

“What do you care? This is Tide’s End. Every stinking, sweating soldier, priest, sailor, and lordling washes up here. Maybe her mother bedded some blond Venivan. Or the girl’s the whelp of a heathen from beyond the Ice Sea. They all have yellow hair there.”

Heath laughed. “And how would you know, Judith, my precious?”

“I keep my ears open.”

“And your mouth shut—when needs must,” he teased. “A skill I’m yet to master.”

“You’ve mastered talking nonsense,” Judith said. “Made it an art form, in fact.”

A greasy-haired man with sweat stains on his tunic thumped a carafe onto the table. Heath dropped coins into his outstretched hand and poured wine. He sipped.

“I tried the ale,” Judith said. “Undrinkable. I ordered you wine.”

He made a face. “The wine is fit only for pigs.”

She laughed. “My poor Heath. If you can’t get drunk, what will you do?”

“The gods only know. How do the not-so-respectable citizens of Tide’s End live like this? Cursed heat, flies, wine a dog might spew up. What a wretched place.”

“A wretched place?” Judith arched well-formed brows. “The jewel of the Isles? This famed city of stone, light, and air?”

“Give me the emptiness of the Icelands any day.”

Tide’s End, in comparison, crowded like an oppressive mire, crawling with jostling life.

The city sprawled about an ancient castle rising from cliffs into clouds, a haze of alleys, jutting harbours, and wharves lapped by a too-bright sapphire sea. Sleek, exotic ships with furled sails congested sea lanes or rocked beside long-fingered boardwalks.

Heath had prowled the sweeping harbour that morning, unnoticed in the wash of perfumed bodies thinly clad in silk and linen.

He listened to thuds and clunks as men unloaded goods off vessels from Wardour and distant Veniva, to creaking timbers, lapping waves, the cries of traders, and strident voices cursing or laughing or complaining about the heat.

Tide’s End’s scents—brine, citrus, and sharp sweat—tore at him with longing, a yearning for the lonely icescape of cutting winds and monotonous cold he and Judith called home.

“Surely we can soon return to the Icelands.” Judith grabbed his hand. “No need to look further. Aric Caelan will please our gods.”

“I must make sure.”

“I’m sick of this, Heath. Sick, sick, sick. Can’t we go home? It’s been—” She broke off to stare at the door, murmuring, “No, don’t look,” when he turned.

“Is it Pairas, or whatever his stupid name is? What’s he doing?”

“Laughing with some sweating fool. No doubt comparing jewellery or admiring each other’s garments. Isles men.” She gave a mocking roll of her eyes.

Heath tried the wine again. Still foul. “So what now?”

“We know his weakness.” Judith tucked a strand of long hair behind her ear. “I’ll bring him here and drop a little something into his drink.”

“What a dull plan. More fun if I beat the information from him.”

She patted his hand as she might a child’s. “What’s that old expression? Too much pleasure spoils a man. And I must protect you from yourself, dear brother.”

“Must you? I’d rather be spoiled.”

Scowling, Judith shot to her feet. “That cow.”

“What?”

“Your yellow-haired lass is all over him. And now another. Well, I suppose he is deliciously masculine.”

“An Isles man? They’re all too pretty for my taste. Can’t tell one from the other.”

“You can’t tell. Only because you’re always drunk.” She shed her cape and smoothed a gown hugging every curve.

Heath risked a glance as Judith glided away, hips swaying, torches dancing auburn light through her tumbling, dark hair. Men gaped. One, more brazen than his companions, called out. Her retort drew barks of laughter.

She reached a young man with burnished, black hair, a bladesman’s curved shoulders, and press of muscle against a tight tunic. Whispered in his ear. The man laughed and shook his head. Women clinging to him glared.

Judith turned with a swirling gown and a flick of glossy hair.

The man discarded his admirers to follow like a puppy. Too easy. Heath yawned.

“Heath. I won our bet. This young man is Pairas. Not who you thought.”

“If he’s cost me money, the least he can do is drink with us.”

Judith touched Pairas’s arm. “Please join us.”

Heath caught a thread of her perfume, too sweet for this wretched den and its licentious Isles patrons.

Pairas willingly sat. His helpless, doglike look reminded Heath of another old Icelands saying from the notorious long-dead lord and poet they called the Ice Rider.

Oh, what foolishness we men embrace, and all because of a pretty face.

“Pairas, this is my brother Heath.”

“Brother?” The Isles captain brightened.

“So you’re not Aric Caelan?” Heath gestured to the tavern keeper for more wine.

Pairas tore admiring eyes from Judith. “I’m honoured to serve Aric. Call him friend, even. But I’m nothing like him.”

“Really?” And everyone said Isles men all looked alike.

The surly tavern keeper brought wine. Heath surrendered more coins as Judith eased an ampoule from her pocket.

“An acquaintance pointed you out as Aric. My mistake.”

“Your acquaintance saw us together, perhaps? Where was this?”

An undercurrent of suspicion. Heath approved. “At a tournament, I think.”

Pairas made no reply. His stare dwelled on a brooch on Heath’s tunic. A tight frown burrowed his brow beneath soft, damp curls. “That’s a curious pattern.”

With a disarming smile, Heath drew his cloak tight.

“An old family thing. Wine? It tastes like piss, I’m afraid. Judith can buy the next carafe since she won our bet.” He wagged a playful finger at his sister. “She always guesses right. Whether it’s who wins the melee or if the king has a new mistress.”

Or which pretty, sweating, ignorant Isles fool he might carve up next.

“A tournament, you said?”

Ah, still suspicious. Hardly surprising. The king wanted Aric Caelan dead.

Heath poured wine to deflect the question.

Pairas raised his cup to Judith. “Lady, to your beauty.”

Judith threw him a bold, low-lidded look, her scarlet lips parted.

Pairas’s breath stalled. His dazed look mimicked other men’s around Judith.

Heath sighed. He expected a trickier hunt, given the young captain’s wits cut as sharp as his blade. Or so men said. And men in Tide’s End had a lot to say about Pairas—for a handful of coins.

“A good swordsman… not as good as Aric Caelan, mind you,” they had told him. “But then who is?”

“True, so true,” Heath had replied, nodding, “but about Pairas?”

“Oh, Pairas. Young for an Isles captain. Wellborn. The only son of an impoverished lord drinking himself to death on a crumbling rock in the middle of the sea.”

Very sad. Heath hid another yawn as his sister clashed cups with Pairas. She slipped a hand beneath the table. A time-proved way to scramble a man’s wits, sharp or not.

Pairas put down his cup. He drew Judith’s hand onto the table and covered it with his own. “Can we just talk? I possess only your name. That isn’t close to enough. I must know what’s behind that beautiful face. I must know everything.”

Judith sat back. She hid a blink of surprise. A small silence settled about her and Pairas.

Across the tavern, laughter broke up voices raised in discord. A man shouted for ale. But neither of Heath’s companions spoke.

At length, Judith turned to him. “Heath, I thought you must meet a trader.”

He forced a doubtful look. “And leave you alone in this dreadful place? It’s too much to ask this young man to watch out for you, Judith, when we only just met him.”

Solemnly, Pairas said, “It would be my honour to serve you and your sister.”

“If you’re sure.” Pairas talked a lot about honour. An honour to serve Aric. An honour to service—ah, serve—Judith. “Then I am in your debt. I’ll retire to change.”

He rose, nodded, and made his way to the stairs. The seamen glared. Heath chuckled. Long memories in the Isles. They held a grudge for at least half an hour.

Upstairs, he left his door unlocked, lit a candle, and dropped onto the bed. Not long now. Judith’s potion stunned as readily as her beauty.

Softly he whistled a stupid tune he heard all over Tide’s End about a knight called Goffren who betrayed the king. It followed them everywhere. The Falls, the Mountains, the Plains.

The minstrel in the city of kings, Dal-Kanu, was a swarthy, balding man with plump cheeks. At Tide’s End a pale-faced boy too thin to have breath in him belted out the words.

In a Downs tavern, a sallow-cheeked woman with braided hair amused drunken patrons with cheekily added lewd gestures.

Fat, thin. Old. All sang the same tune, it seemed. What tune might the young captain sing?
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WIND WHOOSHED as the door thumped back. Heath leapt up to catch a slumped Pairas.

“Quickly.” Judith pushed past. “Help me with him. He drained his wine in one swig. Silly boy. I could barely rouse him.”

“You had no trouble rousing him before.”

She glared at his crude humour. Heath muttered, “I am truly unappreciated,” and dragged Pairas to the room’s only chair. The man’s head drooped.

“How much did you give him? I can’t question him if he’s senseless.”

“Not my fault he gulped his wine.” Judith knelt to search a chest. “However, I have another potion that will somewhat restore his wits.”

Heath tapped fingers on the wall. She grew careless. He had known for a while but did not have the will to correct her. Not when he grew careless too. Sick to his gut of all this.

When they had first left the Icelands, Judith’s artistic seductions required only a mere promise to hook and land their prey. Now—

“He gulped the wine so he could bed you quicker. Of late, you’re reckless, clumsy even. I saw your hand. What did you do? Fondle him in public?”

“You have a wicked mind.”

True enough.

“I touched his thigh. He”—her fingers stilled on the trunk, brow furrowed at the memory—“removed my hand.”

“The chase, Judith. That keeps a man keen. On the Downs you let that swordsman with the grey eyes work to win you. This one? You could teach that yellow-haired wench a trick or two about plying her trade. If it’s too easy, a man like Pairas will suspect you want more than his body.”

“Shut your mouth.” Judith surged up, clutching a vial. “How dare you judge me. I serve our family and our gods.”

Heath gestured at Pairas. “He’s out of it, Judith. I won’t learn anything about Aric.”

“I don’t care. We learnt all we need. But you must make sure. Always making sure.”

“Lower your voice.” He pressed an ear to the door. “A poor choice will anger the gods.”

“I’m beginning to think one swordsman is just like another.”

“You don’t mean that.”

Hands on hips, Judith glowered. “No bladesman is Aric’s match. Instead of this nonsense, it’s time, surely, to come up with a clever plan, my clever brother, to abduct him.”

“I have lots of clever plans in my clever head. I just need to know where Aric might be so we can snatch him. With luck, this man will tell me.”

In answer she knelt and held the uncorked vial beneath Pairas’s nose. He coughed.

Judith rose, arms folded. “Well, he’s yours to torment. So make certain.”

Heath slapped their captive’s cheek. “Captain, you can sleep after we talk. You want to answer my questions. You must answer my questions. Can you do that?”

Pairas grunted. His dark eyes were hazy, his body and mind languid and soft.

Despite the dreamlike state, their sister Myranthe’s potion compelled answers. She loved her draughts, her spells. Magic gave Myranthe control. Even of her scheming siblings.

“What was that?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I want you to think back to a tournament in the Falls. Aric Caelan was there.”

“Aric fell in the melee.” Pairas smiled faintly. “Drank too much the night before.”

“He lost? To whom?”

“Aric doesn’t lose. He recovered, held off the Stone Knight, Sherrin Cross, I think—” His voice trailed off.

“Aric is the best swordsman you’ve seen?”

“We know this,” Judith muttered.

Pairas hesitated. “The best.”

“You sound uncertain.”

“No. Aric never loses. It’s just—”

“What?” Heath hammered.

“A Downs tournament years ago. There was this woman—”

“Yes, yes, forget the woman. What about this tournament?”

The Isles captain’s voice blurred. “He was perhaps sixteen. His lord raged when he learned he entered the lists. I thought he might strike the boy.”

“Strike who?”

“Kaell. Vraymorg dragged him away, shouting, ‘A bonded warrior does not waste his talents at tournaments. He serves the gods.’ Not a man to cross, the Mountains lord.”

“Vraymorg.” Judith frowned. “We keep hearing strange things about him.”

Heath leaned in. “You watched Khir’s bonded warrior fight. In a tournament?”

“Some Cahireans ambushed Kaell. Vraymorg killed—”

“Forget Vraymorg. Tell me about Kaell.”

“Kaell?”

Heath heaved an impatient sigh. “Is this Kaell a better bladesman than Aric Caelan?”

“This is pointless.” Judith threw up her arms. “We can’t touch Kaell. You know that. He belongs to Khir.”

Ignoring her, he gripped Pairas’s wrist. “Just tell me. Then you can sleep.”

“Tell you?”

“About Aric. And Kaell. Who is the better swordsman?”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Then how is it?” He no longer had a taste for this. Time he and Judith returned home.

Pairas’s eyelids drooped. “That boy. He stunned everyone. His speed. His control.”

“So he is better than Aric?” A flat despair emptied him. The old gods protected Kaell.

“Kaell is brilliant, his technique perfect. But he fights coldly, without passion.”

That was a weakness? Not in the Icelands. Not in a fire arena.

“And Aric Caelan?”

Pairas smiled fondly. “Aric fights with both head and heart. Not that he’ll fight much after he bends his knee to Cathmor.”

Judith gasped. Heath’s breath died. He knew nothing of this.

“Why should Aric Caelan, prince of the Isles, bend his knee to King Cathmor?”

“No.” Pairas shook his head furiously. “It’s still secret. I can’t.”

“You want to tell me.”

The man’s head sagged as if the compulsion in the command crushed his will.

“A treaty. An end to war between the false king Cathmor and Aric’s father, King Hatton. Signed secretly. Aric is escorting his sister Azenor to Dal-Kanu to marry the false king.”

Heath threw Judith a bewildered look. His sister shrugged a “don’t ask me.”

“And Aric? Will he stay in Dal-Kanu? Or return to Tide’s End once Azenor weds?”

“Cathmor won’t let him leave. I told Aric that. I told him not to go, reminded him the king had a price on his head, that he’d find an excuse to arrest him. He wouldn’t listen.”

Judith whispered, “Heath, what do we do?”

“About him?” He drew his knife. “I’ll finish him, dump the body at sea.”

“No!” She grabbed his arm. “There’s no need. Leave him to sleep it off.”

“Judith, this man is not some drunken Downs knight or an unwashed Mountains warrior with a dog’s wits. He’s an Isles captain. He saw my brooch, may even know what it means.”

“No,” she howled, fingernails in his flesh. “Please. I can’t stand any more. I haven’t slept properly since you cut that soldier’s throat in Dal-Gorma. Please. Not this one.”

Heath dragged his hands down his face, too weary to argue. Let the fool enjoy a few dazed hours of life. Time enough to kill him later. “Tie him up.”

“Let’s leave him here, Heath. He doesn’t know who we are.”

“Bind him. Let me think.”

Judith dropped her hands to her side. “Heath, what do we do? If there’s peace, we lose all. The prophecy says a true Caelan king must rule before fate draws the seer back to the Icelands. If Hatton bends his knee, he can’t be king.”

Heath snatched up his cloak. A restlessness twitched. “I must go out.”

“Now?”

He nodded towards Pairas. “Watch him. I’ll deal with him when I return.”
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THE GIRL STRAIGHTENED HER SKIRTS. She flashed Heath that toothless grin and brushed strands of blonde hair from her cheek. “My, you’re a strong one.”

Heath pushed off the rough wall. Flooded tides left a line of salt and grime on stone.

He wrinkled his nose against the vinegarish stench of the narrow, mud-stained alley.

As he yanked up his pants, the girl held out her hand.

“I’ve a weakness for men with dark-brown hair. Reminds me of my first lover. But a girl’s still got ex—” She struggled briefly with the word, then proudly pronounced, “Expenses.”

“You’ve got more than that.” Heath looped a lock of hair around a finger. Such a strange colour. With a laugh, he dug into his purse to find coins. She took them, again flashing gums.

“Why do you have yellow hair?”

“What’s it to you? A quick poke doesn’t mean you can ask questions.”

He shrugged. “Curiosity. I’ve not seen a lass with pale hair in Telor before. You hear stories sometimes, nonsense I thought, that a few of the Seithin survived.”

She slapped his hand away. “Don’t you go saying that. Don’t you dare. You’ll get me arrested and killed and all. I’m not Seithin. That’s stupid.” She gulped in an outraged breath. “My father’s Venivan. A ship’s captain, my mother says.”

“Oh, a captain.”

“Yes, a captain.” She tilted her chin. “Lazy cow can’t remember his name, but he was Venivan, with yellow hair. So don’t you go causing trouble, saying I’m Seithin.”

Heath backed her up to the wall. “Cause trouble? But you’ve a weakness for men like me.”

“I’ve a weakness for men with coins in their pockets.”

Heath groped her breast, lazily aroused again. Ah well, he had a few more coins. From the moons, the night was not so old.

A bell tolled, its peal rippling silver in the clear, crisp darkness.

“What’s that?”

“Nothing. Get off me.”

“A bell in the middle of the night means something. Tell me.”

The girl squirmed beneath his weight. Heath let her go and stepped back in one graceful movement. He held up a gold coin. “What’s happening?”

“Some poor fool’s about to die. You really don’t know? Where have you been? The ends of the earth?”

Something like that. “What poor fool?”

“Cultist probably. There, I told you.” The girl snatched the coin, backed up a step, then scuttled from the alley.

Heath followed. To his surprise, the black night awakened with nervous laughter and whispers as a stream of people hurried along the road beside the sea wall towards the docks. Some bristled with excitement. Others peered over shoulders with frightened expressions.

He pushed into the crowd, catching snatches of conversation as it carried him forward.

“Did they uncover another one?”

“What do you think? Why else summon everyone?”

The mob surged towards torches blazing upon jutting breakwaters in the stone-walled harbour then grumbled to a halt.

Squeezed shoulder-to-hip with men and women held back by a line of guardsmen, Heath could only stare as figures in sinister, purple robes appeared on a breakwater. Moonlight gleamed on white-painted faces.

Between the breakwater and the quayside where the expectant crowd waited, the tide lapped stone, a silver-streaked inky pool.

Hooded figures dragged a half-naked man onto the breakwater. Young, scrawny, with matted, black hair, he slumped in their grasp. Broken. Too exhausted to be afraid.

The bells stopped. In the taut silence, heavy with menace, cold slivered down Heath’s spine as though something unseen and ancient breathed on his neck as it swept past.

A figure stepped forward. Torch flames cast a woman’s silhouette upon the wall. As she addressed the crowd, Heath struggled to catch the words. Something about judgement. Gods.

A priestess then. He shrank back. Some called his gods cruel, but these Isles deities surely could frost even an Icelands winter.

The priestess lifted her voice. “An offence to our king, to our gods.”

“What offence? What did the wretch do?” he asked a man near him. The stranger shushed him with a disapproving frown.

“Accept this traitor, accept his life as our offering, oh gods who protect us and grant us life,” the priestess said. “May the Three always turn their faces towards us.”

She nodded. Hooded figures threw the young man down. A muttering ran through the jostling crowd as he sprawled on his hands and knees, dirty hair spilled across his face.

At a grinding sound, the mob hushed. Metal clinked and rattled. Heath used his height and swordsman’s bulk to force his way to the front of the human tangle as a stone slab rose from the water, its rusted chains creaking against the breakwater.

The prisoner scrambled back, clawing helplessly at the wall of robed captors, his mouth open in a noiseless scream. They grabbed his arms and pulled him towards the stone. The throng pressed close, straining to see.

Two robed priests leapt onto the wet stone. Their companions thrust the captive at them. They knocked him to his knees then onto his back. He arched and kicked, but they pinned him with their bodies until iron fastened his wrists and ankles.

The priests returned to the breakwater, their sacrifice uselessly struggling in fetters. The priestess lifted long-sleeved arms, her chant lost in an excited babble and the roar of water.

The stone rumbled into the sea.

With morbid anticipation, even an exhilarated fascination, Heath wondered at the young man’s likely terror as he disappeared beneath the water.

He should feel something else. Shouldn’t he? Compassion. Disquiet. Horror, perhaps.

A hush fell. The crowd stilled like a stalking beast. Waiting.

A woman near Heath swiped a tear from her cheek, saw him staring, took a startled breath, and disappeared into the mob. This time, unexpectedly, pity stabbed. Did she know the sacrificed man? A brother? A lover? Husband?

He tried to follow her with his eyes, but the crowd sighed as a grinding split the quiet. With a mighty splash, the stone broke above waves. The manacles lay open, the young man gone.

Not as dramatic as the deaths Heath delivered his gods in the fire halls. But curious.

“Praise the gods.” The priestess’s voice lifted. “They accept the sacrifice.”

A ripple tore through onlookers. Relief. Excitement. Everyone spoke and laughed at once. A stranger slapped his back. “Cultists. It’s too quick a death.”

More talk of cultists. What were they? Why did they deserve this? “It’s a trick,” Heath said. “A mechanism releases the chains, so the body disappears. The tide does the rest.”

The man sneered. “You don’t know what you say, stranger. But best not say it too loud.”

Heath peered into swirling, murky waters. Even if the tide carried the body off, it must float. No, he no longer liked this at all. Nor anything about these vicious Isles gods.

With heavy footsteps, he returned to the inn, wondering at his coldness. Was this what he had become after years fighting to survive in the arena? A man unable to feel even shame at his lack of sympathy, his hardness.

When he stepped into the room, he froze in surprise.

Like the sacrifice upon the stone, Pairas lay on floorboards, ringed by burning candles.

Judith stood over him, holding a cup. Blood smeared her brow.

“You can’t kill him now,” she said.

Heath tore the cup from her. Blood spilled on his wrists, dripped to the floor. He considered Pairas. Smears patterned his naked chest, but no wound marked him.

Judith thrust out a gashed arm. “It’s my blood.”

“What is this? What have you done?”

“A protection spell. Myranthe told me how. She knows what you’re like.”

Heath snorted a sigh. A restlessness crept back into his bones, a weariness of spirit.

“A protection spell,” he repeated dully. “Against me?”

Judith held up a knife. “I used your knife for the spell. Myranthe said to take an object that’s worn close to your body. It means you can’t kill him now.”

Heath snatched at his missing blade, then let his hands fall to his side. “Judith, please understand. He must die. We can’t leave ends untied.”

“Whatever you do to him, my spell means it rebounds against me.”

He stared at her beloved face, enlivened by determination. How dare she take the side of some fool warrior from a gods-forsaken rock in the middle of nowhere against him. Him.

“Why him? Tell me that, Judith? You’ve never cared before.”

“He reminds me of someone,” she said, her eyes hazing with memory.

“Where does this leave us, Judith? How can I trust you after this?”

Her expression softened. She took his hands. “You can always trust me, Heath. How can you ask that? After everything that’s happened. It’s only this one thing.”

Heath snatched his hands away. Only this one thing. He dug fingers into his aching temples. “I don’t have time for this. If Aric Caelan is in Dal-Kanu, then you and I must follow.”

“And we will. But first let this man go. It can do no harm.”

He sighed. “Very well, nag. I’ll leave him outside the city gates. Alive. I swear it.”

Judith threw her arms around him. “Thank you.”

He smiled at her. But alarm cut through him like sharpened steel. Heath Damadar, a lord of the ice, fire dancer and spy, knew he—they—just made their first mistake.
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