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  Prologue


The dead have no interest in clean floors. 
Floors matter plenty to the living. Especially to Da, who’d threaten to tan Murra's hide if he couldn’t eat bacon and eggs off theirs once he came home from slopping the pigs.
All piss and vinegar, Da. He threatened; Ma was the one who did the whipping. Just one more thing turned upside down now Ma was gone.
Murra dragged the bucket from its place in the scullery. She wouldn’t risk an upset over so small a thing. Their family had known enough trouble to last ten lifetimes.
On Dorchadas Eve they stood dark-night watch in their cider-scented kitchen with no instinct that it would be their last. Ailbhe, curled in her snug of blankets by the hearthfire. Paurig, demanding a man’s share of the watch and standing it with his eyes full closed. Da, who stood Paurig’s watch while that man-child snored and never said a word about it later. Ma, who kept plates overflowing and mugs filled, and who sat her own watch besides. And Murra herself, dragging through the festival all forlorn because she’d prefer to watch for boys than for sneaky Fiach. 
If Ma had guessed what was to come, she would have lifted her heels for home with no talk of courage or doing right when the men from Inish came. Then the floors would be clean, the taybread would have enough ginger in it, and Da would smoke his pipe by the fire instead of floating lost through empty stables and a kitchen cold as winter without Ma.
Why did the Faith Eaters spend their breath talking about the North, instead of what was really important?
Paurig should be bending his back in the fields instead of stretching his long legs along a road somewhere, the bitter shape of his parting scalded into the walls of home. It hurt not to know whether that new shirt chafed his neck, or whether he was still breathing.
If Ma was here Murra wouldn’t have to wonder, in the long hours of night, whether her brother ran towards darkness or away.
Listlessly, she swished her mop into the space where the dresser didn’t fit quite snug against the wall. It wasn’t so long since Da found a curl of dust-fluff twisted around the dresser's leg. His roar that time was loud enough to wake Ma's new neighbours in the boneyard.
Ma would have expected better, he had shouted, his face wet. And he had disappeared all day and half the night, until Ailbhe whimpered in her sleep and Paurig haunted the lower path, sure that Da had left them just like Ma had. Even the raven that watched from the oak tree shuffled dusty wing-feathers and quorked its concern.
Ma didn’t choose to be murdered, but the fist in Murra's belly blamed her all the same. Girls of fifteen should have bonnets done up in ribbons, not cloth caps tricked out with cobwebs. There should be blushing lads leaned three deep over the kitchen's door, each one tongue-tied by her beauty.
Instead there was Ailbhe. Silent enough, aye, since rough hands had ripped her from Ma and made her witness what came after. Ailbhe, who hadn’t spoken a word in three days, not since the new-made military had come to take their horses.
Horses aren’t for your kind, he had said, Cian ó Ciarbre, his face puckered with the stink of something rotten. As though they had never twirled together to fiddle and pipe, had never met later by the fence line where there were no parents to see.
But that was before, back when there was no talk of a new army, or of her kind.
Murra would have set him straight on a thing or two if his eyes had been less cold. If he hadn’t drawn back from her like a town girl from a maggoting rat.
A good thing the military took their horses, as it turned out. Otherwise Paurig would have left on Bumper instead of his own two feet. Where would any of them be if their neighbours caught him on a horse's back? With another box to bury is where.
Although it might still come to that. Her kind needed papers to travel more than half a day from Inish, where they were registered. Cian had said that, too. There had been more, but Murra had lost the trick of listening when she lost her Ma.
Paurig was the one who had showed her how to find Bliss, back when a girl's worst worry was a torn frock at Bealtaine fair. Be careful, he warned her, if you take too much they’ll feel you and they’ll come. He had turned sneaky when she asked where he learned it. So many of his friends and hers whispered in corners these days.
Nothing was straightforward for the Daoine, now that the Brotherhood decimated them from outside and the Eolaí from within. Murra had no way to tell whether a person she had known a lifetime flirted with the oldest ways, like she did, or informed on those who did. Now was not the time for trusting.
Such a simple thing to reach inside herself for Bliss, and with it freedom from the burdens of an adult that dragged her shoulders down. In Ma's own kitchen, with the raven watching black-eyed through the window, it bubbled inside her, whispering secrets she could feel instead of hear. Nothing felt more natural than to step inside it and draw it deep.
It scorched through her, Bliss, stroking every nerve with velvet fingers as it passed. A distillation of herself, bright as flame and pure as summer rain. Murra sighed until she thought her lungs would empty. Oh, the truth in that hungry spark. The burning.
Inside the brightness something stirred.
Maybe this time she would slip sideways through the fire and wrap herself around whatever moved in there. Change, and be lost. Change, and be saved.
"Murra!"
Da. He'd kill her.
Murra released her hold on Bliss. It didn't want to let her go, grazing bolts of sensation outwards from the pit of her stomach. Up, to her heart. Down, to her groin. Finally, reluctantly, it leaked away.
Murra was Murra again. The sorrow of it stole her breath.
Da crossed the kitchen in three strides, not stopping to scrape his boots, tracking pig-muck onto the flagstones Ma had scrubbed every morning on her knees. He reached for Murra, raised a square brown hand and cracked it hard across her cheek.
She flew sideways. The dresser met her ribs with a crunch and she cried out for her Da.
“Filthy hussy! To do that in my own house. In your own Ma’s kitchen!” Da’s breath came in ragged gulps.
Murra slid downwards along the dresser’s smooth wood. Fine bone cups--Ma’s pride and joy--chimed her to the floor.
“Abomination. After everything, what happened to your Ma, don’t you dare Fall!” Da planted his feet wide, his face distorting her pain like the curved bottom of a stew pot. Over and over he flexed his hands, but each time they tightened themselves back into fists.
Fallen. A dirty word whispered behind cupped hands. A frightened word; a coward’s word. Was this why Paurig walked away?
Da’s hair was more grey than black now, Murra noticed. Creases bracketed his mouth and seamed his forehead. Her Da was an old man.
“Da. Nothing’s like it used to be.” Murra’s words had the bared bones of truth in them, but how to make Da see it from the floor?
Anger seeped into his face, setting the lines more deeply, to his very soul. “No. The Lady hasn’t changed. Be faithful, She told us, and keep our heads held low. It’s not supposed to be easy.”
Murra felt something break inside her. The Lady, the Faith Eaters the Eolaí--all shackles from the past. Each just one more yoke to keep them placid while the humans destroyed them strip by strip. “Faithful to what, Da? The oldest ways are our best hope. Without them we’re dying.”
“It’s you that’s killing us, you and those like you, breaking faith with what we promised and bringing the Brotherhood to our door. How could you do that to your sister?”
“Me?” Murra screeched. It felt wrong to raise her voice in Ma’s kitchen. “It’s not me that steals what’s ours and treats us like we’re animals. Was it me that dragged Ma into the street? Was it me that made our Ailbhe watch while they kicked her to death and strung up what was left?”
“Stop.” Da dropped to his knees, stretching a begging hand towards her.
“Not this time.” Her decision was made. “Not any more.”
Murra threw herself wide and allowed Bliss to pour in. She shivered at the heat that blazed through her and from her. The soft hairs on her body pulled themselves upright. Her skin prickled and stretched, glorying in the hugeness that forced itself outwards from her shifting bones.
“No!” Da lunged towards her; past her. He was a pale thing, his importance shaken loose along with the threads of her old life.
At the heart of the flame something Other bloomed. Its whisper called to her, twined promises around her, drew her close.
Breath slid from her and was replaced by Bliss. Murra would never again be the small person who watched others take what was hers and did nothing.
But Da was there too, and something else. Something cold around her throat. Murra choked. A new aching built in her chest, gasping for air. What came was breath, not Bliss.
Empty. Ashes and stone. She felt nothing inside but rawness where she had been whole. Murra knelt, amputated.
“I’m glad they killed her.” Da heaved the violent, shuddering sobs of a man who didn’t cry. “It would have broken her heart to see you Fall.”
“What did you do to me?” Murra clawed at the metal that smothered her throat, her touch finding unfamiliar whorls and chevrons that bit her fingers with icy cold.
“Didn’t they tell you about the Namhaid Collar when they were whispering their filth in your ears? It’s our share of the duty, passed down from the Dawntime to deal with the likes of you.” Da slammed the dresser drawer shut with a crack. One of Ma’s cups chinked from its hook to shatter on the flagstones.
“Get it off me, Da. Please. I’ll be good.” The metal under Murra’s scrabbling fingernails was as cold as the cinches that sealed her mother’s coffin. Cold and hard and final.
Da shook his head. “No way out of a Collar but the grave. This is it for us, Murra love.”
“You can’t, Da.” She didn’t understand yet.
“I have to. For Ailbhe. She’s all that’s left.” Da nodded to himself and scrubbed a cuff across his nose, his back straightening. “I’ll take us North. Your Uncle Rhoddi’s been at me to go, but I couldn’t leave your Ma--“
He turned his head to the window. On the fencepost the raven met his eyes and quorked. It stretched its wings and launched itself, flapping lazily northward. Da nodded.
“For Ailbhe. I’ll do it for her.”
Murra sagged against her Ma’s dresser. Fallen. No place for her among their people now, old ways or new.






  
  Forty Years Later









  
  Chapter One


Breag could feel eyes on him. 
He scanned the ragged clifftops to his left and right. He hadn’t expected this here, not so far from anywhere that mattered.
Three long days of walking since he’d seen another traveller, and that a farmer who had scuttled past with his head down and his eyes glued to the track. In the mountains, where hulks of limestone narrowed the path to a twist of ribbon, curiosity was a dangerous thing. Nobody took these old trails any more, not when the Brotherhood encouraged citizens to use the King’s Road and communicated their wishes by such brutally direct means.
The watcher was a bandit, he hoped. A misguided human with robbery and murder on his mind.
The feather-tickle of sensation between Breag’s shoulderblades changed the complexion of the game. A sparkle of awareness stroked along his body to the tip of each hair, the curve of each toenail. No mistaking the crawl of it on his skin. Bliss.
That feeling meant Breag’s watcher was Lost and not human, bandit or otherwise. This was one of his people, the Daoine. A Fallen, who had turned its back on everything they believed in and chosen the darkened path. The Fiacal Knife would not bring this Lost One home alive.
Breag slid his left hand across his body to twist the blade free from its sheath on his hip. He scanned the mountain’s threadbare slopes, hungry for confirmation. The webbed-finger touch of Bliss should be enough, but it disturbed him to rely on it.
On each ridge, splinters of rock forced their way through ragged scabs of land, throwing shadow enough to hide many sets of hungry eyes. The air hung silent and heavy; even the birds hushed under the acrid tang of trouble.
He caught a flicker at the edge of his vision. It was hard to see what moved in the tangled shadows of grey on grey and dark on dark. Breag’s jaw gritted in frustration.
“Show yourself.” His shout died on the mountain’s bones.
A slide of small stones hissed behind him. Breag pivoted, leading with the knife.
Something moved by a cairn of rock high above the trail, where scrub grass and the occasional stunted hawthorn picked up the late-season sun. Another ripple of small stones slithered downwards.
Slowly the Lost One stood, its massive shoulders flexing. It had a wolf’s shape but stood twice again as big, and had something very different watching from behind its eyes. Its fangs were too white, its tongue too red to come from nature. For a long, frozen moment it met Breag’s eyes, hunter to hunter.
The Lost One braced its paws against the base of the rock and snarled, stripping canines long as his hand. It lunged forward, only the sheer drop preventing it from throwing itself at him. Breag snarled back. He scanned the ridge, finding no quick path upwards.
A bow. The thought was worn smooth from long use. Why could they not have given him a bow?
The Lost One roared again and drew back into shadow.
Breag watched for it along the cliff’s edge, his blood pumping hot and eager. He saw nothing, heard nothing but the returning patterns of birdsong. The sensation of Bliss faded.
Breag cursed the time it took him to clamber up the ridge. The mountainside sloped unforgivingly upwards, sheered into cliff face in places. Exposed rock tore his hands and bit his knees.
He found nothing by the cairn of rock except for a claw-tipped pawprint large as a soup plate. There was another in the earth nearby, where a dry gully curved downwards to the southeast. The Lost One was long gone.
Only in these brief, raw moments did Breag allow his fist to loose the throat of hope. No keeping his promise with this one, not even if he could catch it. A Lost One addicted to Bliss wouldn’t survive the knife, which meant he couldn’t take it home for judgement. Breag had tried, and tried again.
A quest with no ending, this. No way to recognise a Lost One until it sank into Bliss, and when it did no use in it for him. His journey was a fool’s errand and he the fool.
Breag hefted the pack onto his shoulder and followed the Lost One’s tracks into the gully.
###
The town circled around the mountain’s foot like a hound curled against a snowstorm. Breag followed a cart-track that slipped through narrow streets painted green with a mildew of neglect. This sorry place huddled a long way from the King’s Road; it roasted on the twin prongs of the Brotherhood’s displeasure and the need to protect itself from the North unaided.
Breag stopped under the uneven signpost that announced the town was named Dealgan, and lowered his pack to the ground between his boots. Time to consider his options. The Lost One he’d tracked here was useless to him, but one might lead him to others. All was not lost.
A chink of metal caught his ear, and Breag’s body bent to his pack before his mind could pull it back. Links of blackened iron hissed through his fingers, snagging on a knotwork pendant and on bruise-dark memories of all that had been taken from him.
Memories too murky for the hours of daylight. Breag pushed them down with all the others that bled his nights dry of sleep. He slipped the pendant between folds of wear-softened cotton and straightened. Time to follow the spoor this Lost One waved so determinedly under his nostrils.
If he was to stay here then he would need to find a bunk. Only a man in love with death slept under the stars when he travelled off the King’s Road, and Breag had decided against death.
For today.
###
Through shop-fronts and from behind wagons the people of Dealgan watched him, their eyes skittering away before he could catch them with his own. He was a stranger, and he travelled from the North.
Breag’s lip curled at the irony. Since the Purging forty years before, every man moving through the Tiarna from north to south came fear-tainted with the stink of Daoine. If these fine citizens had hated more discerningly, he might have trapped his Lost One years back.
First to turn his head from the stranger was a ragged man who lounged under the slant of the grocer’s eaves. His flat cap lay in the dirt by his side, and he supped from a flask without bothering to disguise it. A perfect figurehead for this festering town.
The streets were empty except for the occasional swift-turned shoulder or fluttering headscarf. The only person nearby was a girl-child, about ten years, carrying a well-filled basket and holding a small boy's hand. They scuttled past Breag without meeting his eye, the youngster chattering to his sister without a wasted breath.
"I'm glad it's market week, aren't you, Dara? Do you think Mam will let us go today?"
The girl murmured something Breag didn't hear.
"Did I tell you what I'm going to do with the copper Uncle Ardal gave me? I'm going to buy myself a goat. I'm going to call it Whitey, or else Brownie if I get a brown one."
"We best get home, Gerud. Mam'll worry if we take too long, and you know what she's like when she's worried." Dara managed to squeeze a handful of words past the chatter. The pair ducked into an alley, behind a rope that curved under a dripping weight of shifts and shirts, and through a half opened door.
Breag stopped, feet planted wide. Market week; that explained why the streets were empty. Maybe the Lady did still smile on him. Market would give him a chance to watch and listen, to take the measure of a town. He tried to guess where its field might be.
Although the main street bent in every direction but true, it was short enough that he could see along its entire length. The meat of Dealgan spread east and west, along twists and turns he wasn’t stupid enough to try without a guide. Nothing in any direction looked like a market field.
Breag would have to make himself pleasant to the townsfolk.
First to pass along the road was a farmer dragging a handcart mounded high with turnips. Too many for the old man to pull comfortably, and Breag caught him just as he lowered the padded handles to catch a breath.
"Can you direct me to market?" Breag tried a harmless smile, but it didn't sit well on the bones of his face.
The farmer shuffled backwards until his shoulders connected with the solid boards of the cart, his grizzled hair swinging forward to hide his face. A girl Breag hadn’t noticed, looking enough like the farmer that she had to be his daughter, straightened on the cart’s other side. The pair’s sour expressions matched in every particular.
"Is it close?" Breag tried again, his words dropping into the silence without a ripple.
"Milis has a fine market." The girl moved around the cart to stand by her father. "Three days walking will take you there."
"I need the market here." Breag planted himself in their path. “Can you direct me?”
"We can’t help you." The old farmer spoke finally, bending again to the cart’s handles, his body turned away from Breag.
"My thanks." Breag’s words followed them as they scuttled into the distance out of town.
A boy in baker’s whites watched them too, from an open doorway opposite. The bands at his sleeves marked him apprentice.
“You, boy.” Breag crossed towards him, pitching authority into his voice. This time the fit was better. “Can you point me towards market?” He allowed the glitter of coin to show through loosely curled fingers.
The boy ignored the coin and fixed wide brown eyes on Breag’s face. “Have you travelled far?”
Such clumsy probing should have amused Breag. Instead it made him tired.
“Just from Treal, son. No further North than that.” Not this time.
“Is it wild there, like in the stories? Are there blue-wing nathair killing whole towns with their poison breath, and bean gruaige stealing babies in the night?” The boy’s voice dropped. “Have you ever seen a Lupe?”
A Lupe. That hate-filled term for the Daoine stuck in Breag’s craw. Nothing he could do about it, now or ever.
“It’s never like the stories tell it, boy. Now, can you point me to the market?”
The apprentice nodded, and glanced around to see if anybody had marked his conversation with the stranger. “Take the last turn on your left,” he pointed southwards, out of town. “Follow it until it bends back on itself, then take the next fork left. Ten minutes’ walking will see you there.”
“My thanks.” Breag pushed the coin into the boy’s hand and followed his directions, feeling eyes hot on his back as he walked.
###
The market lay exactly where the boy had said – south of the town and to the east. Breag had expected it to be as chaotic as Dealgan herself, but it was laid out traditionally, in the Wheel of the Year. Pens and wagons radiated in clean lines from a central hub, where the Harvest-fire burned.
Men and women swarmed along its spokes like ants on sugar-beet, hiving most thickly around the bonfire at the centre of the field. The hum of excitement in the air soaked through Breag and settled in his bones.
Although the sun shone, a night’s heavy rain had left its mark. Muck pulled at his boots, forcing him to concentrate on every step, and the awnings sagged fat-bellied with collected water. His ears cringed under the bellow of oxen, the nasal rattle of goats and the shrill of haggling farmwives. Fried chicken, baked applecake, animal dung and the stink of unwashed bodies filled his nostrils with confusion. Everywhere men and women laughed and argued and shopped and ate.
Any of these might be Lost: pedlar, farmwife, the child giggling over a mug of spiced apple. What better place to hide than in plain sight?
Breag's chest tightened under the press of so many people. A lifetime on the road – eight long years – taught a man to watch his back. He could feel people behind him, darting at the edge of his vision. The muscles in his neck and shoulders tightened with the promise of a headache to come.
He needed the Lost One to be here. He hungered to catch a glimpse of the corpse-face and reddened eyes of a Bliss addict. To hunt it, and find its den, and to end it. Breag flexed the fingers of his knife hand and moved into the thickest part of the crowd.
Here at the market wheel’s centre the Harvest fire roared. Burnished piglet turned on spits in half a dozen places, and near-grown boys roasted chestnuts and potatoes in barrels of Harvest ashes. An old woman, face as wrinkled as a springtime apple, tossed chicken pieces in spiced flour and fried them in a cauldron of spitting oil. Here was the heart of noise and movement and chaos.
And a rumble, so low that it seemed more vibration than sound. Breag turned, sweat prickling under his arms and along the ridge of his back.
Through the crowds, on the other side of the fire, he could see a wagon piled high with furs: rabbit and beaver, badger and winter fox, great bear and spotted lynx. A man in hunter’s leathers stood by it, body loose-limbed and lanky, face open and crinkled with laughter.
Standing by him, shoulders high as his waist and broad as his own, a black-pelted gadhar rumbled a warning, her eyes narrowed and fixed on Breag. Muscle bunched at her hindquarters and along her rounded muzzle her lips peeled back from a too-wide mouth packed with blades.
Step by careful step he backed away, not stopping until his back slammed into something hard. The scent of herbs, tangled with an old man’s complaining whine, told him his back had found one of the stalls that shaped the wheel’s hub.
The gadhar kept her eyes fixed on him and her teeth stripped. Behind her, a pile of furs below the wagon stirred and parted. Two small black heads poked from between the pelts, noses raised to taste the air. A third followed, not the black of its dam this time but a brindled mix of chocolate, tan and gold.
Cubs. Definitely time for Breag to be gone.
Gadhar had a shape somewhere between cat and bear, but smarter than either and with a hatred of Daoine born into them. Breag had been cornered by three wild ones in a blind valley once, deep in the Corcra Mountains. He had been lucky to survive, savaged but living. Now was not the time to try his arm against a dam with cubs.
“Not seen one before, is that it?” The voice came with a hand on Breag’s shoulder and a bitter whorl of bergamot in his nostrils.
Instinct brought him around, knife-hilt in hand. 
“It’s a baneling, that’s what the old-timers called them. They can sniff out a Lupe quick as you like, though they’re hard to manage if you don’t have the knack of them.”
The old man had no more than seven blades of hair plastered crossways on a flat head. His hand clamped firm on Breag’s shoulder, tightening against any attempt to move away.
Breag turned his head, checking to be sure that the gadhar and its cubs stayed on the other side of the fire.
“I know what you’re thinking. ‘tisn’t decent to allow that abomination to live.” The old man spat towards the hunter’s wagon. “It wouldn’t have happened in my day, that I can tell you.”
The brindle cub, he meant. The gadhar’s growl, which had been gentling, rumbled louder.
“I was surprised to see it.”
Breag had tangled paths with a brindle once before, in that blind valley in the Corcra mountains. It led the attack against him, more intelligent and more hate-filled than the others, and came within a breath of ripping out his throat. He hadn’t expected to find one in the Tiarna, where every boy heard the story of Murchu and the Bean Sidhe at his Granda’s knee.
“People complained about it, is what I heard. That hunter there said if the Black Hunt comes for his cub he’ll take the pelts off every damned one of them, and he’ll have the time of his life doing it.” The old man spat again. “But can’t blame folks for wanting to stay on his sweet side with what’s been going on.”
Breag turned to face the old man. “What could be bad enough to make people hush up about the cub?”
The herb-seller lowered his voice to a whisper. “It was bad as it could be, so I hear. Cattle all chewed to bits and a lad ripped to flinders on his way home from his sweetheart’s one evening.” His whisper dropped lower, so that Breag had to strain to hear him over the market’s noise. “Lupes is what they’re saying. Not a wonder they keep that baneling close.”
Worse than Fallen, then. This Lost One was warg, deep in madness and dangerous to everyone. Breag needed to find it fast, because if a whisper of this found its way into the Brotherhood’s ears they would all pay the price in blood.
“Appreciate the warning. Maybe it’s time I put this town at my back.” And maybe the herb-seller would pick up on the hint. One less body to work around.
The old man spoke in normal tones again. “What you need, young man, is this.” He fumbled in his wagon a moment and turned back with a double fistful of mistletoe. “Guaranteed to keep your person and property free from Lupes. They can’t come within fifty yards of it, the bastards.”
Breag declined, politely.
“Garlic, then. Does the same job, just harder on the nose.” 
In the end, Breag spent a begrudged silver on a sprig of mistletoe heavy with berries, along with a copper pin to fix it to his shoulder. Protective colouring, same as any animal, especially when he noted how many of the men and women who passed wore sprigs just like it. The herb-seller must be worth a Slaidh mint.
Time to put an end to this quickly and quietly, although it scorched Breag’s chances of finding one of its kin to take back for judgement.
Maybe the next one would allow him to keep his promise.
###
The nearest spoke of the market wheel was home to coopers and tanners, tinkers and metal-workers; their labour scorched Breag’s nose hairs with heated tin and molten iron.
At booths and wagons on either side, townsfolk stopped to buy or simply to see. On his left, a well-fed farmwife examined a shiny fire-grate with capable hands; on his right, a small boy clutching a sweaty copper swooned in front of twin ranks of bright-painted tin soldiers. Ahead, a tall young man in military blues haggled over a belt buckle shaped into the head of a ten-point buck.
Awkward in the morning and plain dangerous in a fight.
Just like the length of blue-dyed leather that held the soldier’s hair out of his face. The fashion had become more common the further south Breag travelled. But it wasn’t Breag’s place to tell the military their business. He shook his own thick black braid and moved on.
More lookers than buyers here. When the Brotherhood and their new-minted army had swept the Tiarna clean of Daoine, that cleansing had somehow redistributed horses out of common hands and into pockets that held more golds than coppers. Ordinary people used oxen or, more often, their own backs. A smith in a town like this one, so far from the King’s Road, would be lucky to shoe a horse once in his lifetime.
They lost their riding beasts. My people lost everything.
Breag stopped where a red and yellow-painted wagon, hung with pots and saucepans, sat alongside a more sombre handcart selling scythes and hoes. Likely both stalls were owned by the same man; a travelling tin pedlar often chose to swap his bright motley for a more serious face when he dealt in ironwork. Appearances mattered in the Tiarna.
Each stall stood just far enough from the other that a man could slip through to find more useful company on another spoke of the wheel. With luck, the next from this might trade in flour and apples, and in gossip.
A croak from the wagon-top announced the rattle of dusty wings, and a raven flapped its way lazily into the sky. It skimmed along the line of wagons in the direction of the Harvest fire.
A good omen. Maybe.
The ground between the wagons showed a boot or two's imprint to tell Breag that he wasn't first to step through. Three paces took him past the tinker's cart and into the space between it and the wagon behind.
Tightly knotted against the opposite wagon, four men stood frozen in the moment before violence. Three soldiers ringed a single grey-uniformed guard, pinning him so close against the wagon's wall that Breag caught no more than the occasional flash of copper-coloured hair.
Flanked by two taller soldiers, a squat boulder in military blue spoke to the guard in staccato bursts too low to overhear. The rigidity of his back and the arms fisted stiff by his sides told their own story.
Breag halted by the wagon's shoulder, unwilling to take even the smallest part in the scene. Guard and military were uneasy bedfellows at their best, and only a born fool got himself tangled between them. Better to face the gadhar.
The soldier opposite Breag was first to realise they no longer had their corner to themselves. He shoved his elbow into Boulder's side and hissed a warning. Breag found himself pinned by four sets of unfriendly eyes. Boulder swung around from the shoulder and advanced, his brow knotted. He stood about Breag’s height but twice as broad, and the tang of anger thickened the air so that Breag could almost clench it between his teeth.
"What's this?" An authoritative voice shattered the tableau.
A fifth man stepped into the space between the wagons, his grey guard’s uniform worn with a careless ease that hinted at long years between its seams. Breag slipped back into the wagon's shadow.
"Is there some difficulty?" Iron-coloured eyebrows raised.
"Just some words a long time due." Boulder's swagger shifted towards the newcomer.
"That's good. Always best to clear the air." The older guard stepped sideways, a wave of his hand directing the others back towards the market.
One by one the soldiers filed by him, none meeting his eyes except for Boulder, who flashed him a look that boiled with promise.
The younger guard, Breag could see now, was striking. Perfectly arched brows topped long-lashed eyes of a soft, moss green. Sharp cheekbones gave his face definition and sculpted lips curved a mouth that any girl would envy.
Perfection was ruined by the twisted scar that began above his hairline and curved to the corner of his left eye, bisecting his cheek and pulling the left side of his mouth into a permanent, humourless smile.
He noticed Breag watching and turned away with the flick of a neat, flame-coloured braid. He murmured a word as he passed the older guard and was gone.
“Come for market, did you, laddie? I don’t believe I know your face.” The older guard shifted his feet slightly. His pale blue eyes flicked to the mistletoe sprig and back to Breag’s face.
"Just passing through. I’m travelling towards Milis. Hoped to pick up a day or two’s work on my way." Breag held himself motionless under the older man's scrutiny.
After a long minute the guard nodded. "You're welcome here. Name's Tarbhal, and I know a man might need a hand."
Breag wasn’t short of coin, but a reason to stay in town would allow him to ask questions and maybe find some answers. This was a better chance than he had expected.
“Take your time to think about it. If you stay around here, I’ll find you.” No bones in the old man’s warning.
Tarbhal grunted goodbye and headed towards the bonfire. He favoured his right leg, but it didn’t slow him much.
For such a small town, Dealgan had more than its share of soldiers and guard. Conflict between the people’s Guardians and the army new-built during the Purging was a constant simmer throughout the Tiarna, but a man didn’t expect it to boil over in so public a place. Didn’t expect and didn’t welcome, not with power balanced so delicately between the two.
Breag seemed to trip over the unexpected around every corner here in Dealgan. Something he would think about after this Lost One was safely in the ground.
The next spoke of the market wheel dealt not in food but in livestock; Breag would have guessed it if he had used his nose. A glance right and left showed him clustered knots of men, preoccupied with talk of early calving and how much the price of goats had fallen since last season.
Here, he felt the icy tingle of Bliss. Madness, in the company of all these people. Even for a warg. Breag had thought he was hunting a Fallen addict, not a Daoine so far lost that it would stay saturated throughout the business of its daily life. The constant rush of sensation was too intense; the mind couldn’t hold together. And that was when trouble started. 
This Lost One would be easier to find than he had expected, but so much more dangerous when he did.
Breag moved through the people of Dealgan, hand on his Fiacal Knife, guided by a tingle that filled his mouth with saliva. It drew him outwards, towards the northern edge of the market field, where the crowds were thin and only knife-sharpeners and rag-men called to the occasional passer-by.
The wolf stood on a small embankment to the east. A massive silver grey, black maned, and with darkness mottling its head and chest. Head down, it bunched the muscles at its haunches and leaped towards the busy field.
Breag raced around the market’s edge to meet it, coming to point like an old, well-blooded hound. He had hunted many Lost Ones, put many into the ground, but never one so lost to reason that it would show its wolf’s shape in a crowded place during full daylight. It was this, not the thrill of the hunt that brightened the day’s colours for him, made its scents richer.
Of course it was.
The wolf trotted faster, unwavering. Breag broke into a run, knowing he wouldn’t be in time. He could feel the prickle of Bliss across his skin, coaxing him to look for it inside himself. The feeling was easier than usual to resist. Only the now mattered; the moment and the hunt.
The wolf felt him coming and stopped, ears pricked and tail high. Its eyes met his, daring him to look away.
A bright green flutter turned the wolf’s head, breaking eye contact. Breag felt an instinctive surge of triumph, followed by a sickening plunge in his belly.
The wolf moved again, quickly now, its tail beating with obscene eagerness.
Breag’s blood thundered in his ears. He elbowed his way forward, his gut telling him that this would be bad.
Heads turned, watching him instead of the wolf. Voices raised, bodies blocked his path. He would be too late.
The wolf was no more than three bounds from the crowd’s edge when the first scream sounded. One, two more followed, and a breaking wave of panic surged to block Breag’s view.
He cursed, pushing forward against the crowd. Too slow. Screams came louder, pain mixed with the fear now. A space opened to Breag’s left and he took it, skirting the thickest press of people, pressing forward where he could.
The beast stood in a space that a moment before had been busy with life. Muzzle and chest sticky with gore, it stood over the mangled form of a small girl, her bright green dress fluttering slightly at its edges. Nearby, the body of a man sprawled carelessly, throat torn out and eyes empty.
This warg killed efficiently.
From somewhere near the Harvest fire the gadhar roared, a sound that started deep and vibrated through Breag’s boots. She pounded from between two wagons no more than an indrawn breath later, head down and eyes fixed on the wolf. Teeth stripped, she threw herself towards it.
The wolf turned, snarling, manoeuvring to stand over its prize. 
Breag drew his knife and moved towards the wolf, coming at it from its blind shoulder. From the corner of his eye he saw a limping figure in grey push its way out of the crowd and close in, shortsword in hand.
The wolf’s grey-black head swung from the gadhar to Breag, its tail twitching like a cat’s.
The gadhar took advantage of the distraction to try for its throat. The wolf whirled, deflecting her so that her teeth opened its shoulder to the bone. It bellowed in pain, lunging towards her. Breag slashed for its flank, his knife finding only hair.
The wolf turned again to face him, and the gadhar struck, clamping her massive jaws onto its foreleg. The wolf bellowed again, a harsh, defiant sound. It attacked her head, shredding her cheek and ear to red ribbons. She squealed and released her hold on its leg. 
Breag felt something at his shoulder and caught himself a hairsbreadth from turning his knife on it. The guard, Tarbhal, was there, stabbing at the wolf’s flank. The strike connected, barely, and it spun, its red eyes rolling.
The gadhar attacked again, slashing the loose skin on the wolf’s neck with dagger-sharp claws. Breag lunged, his knife finding flesh this time, scoring a short line of red along the wolf’s haunch.
The Lost One screamed. It shook itself free of the gadhar and threw itself at Breag. He met it with his knife, slicing its cheek. It screamed again and turned its head to tear him with its fangs, flaying his forearm to the wrist.
The wolf broke free and retreated, shaking its head with a whine. The gadhar closed with it again. The wolf fled, retracing its path up the embankment where it paused, its tail a twitching metronome of anger, its eyes fixed on Breag. And it was gone.
Pain pulsed red from Breag’s injured arm and through his body – not his knife arm, thank the Lady. He panted, hand shaking as he wiped his knife with a rag from one of the nearby handcarts. Blood had found its way into the whorls and chevrons etched into the blade; this was not a knife that wanted to be clean. He slid it into its sheath.
Until next time. It had the warg’s taste now.
“Let me see, lad.” Tarbhal was there, turning his right arm upwards to inspect the wound. “Not as bad as it could have been, but this needs to be washed and wrapped if it’s to heal clean.”
The field boiled with uproar. A woman rocked the scrap of bright green in her lap, her head bowed and her eyes closed. The huntsman crooned to his gadhar as he dressed her wounds with careful hands. From a branch nearby the raven watched them all, its black eyes solemn. Everywhere, people wailed and whispered, clustering to talk and point and stare.
Pain fogged Breag’s mind making it difficult for him to think. He would dress his wound and he would sleep.
And then he would hunt the Lost One and slip his blade into its throat. The knife had tasted its blood now. The warg’s life was his.
###
The moon rose bright and full over the town of Dealgan, lighting the corner where Gerud hid almost bright as day.  It shone through the quarter-paned window where his Mam and the other women clucked around Calla’s mother, bustling and useless.
Mam had warned Gerud not to follow her, and she would tan his hide if she knew he was out on his own. Especially tonight, after what had happened to Calla at the market. But he was man of the house when Da was away, so Uncle Ardal always told him. He would keep Mam safe, like Da would if he was here.
Gerud turned his head at the whirr of feathers, his brows quirked in surprise as a bird was thrown in the air somewhere in the market field. The bird circled once, twice, then beat its white-barred wings powerfully in the direction of Shand. Towards the Citadel, where the Brotherhood waited.
Gerud saw, but he didn’t understand.
What happened to Calla was too big a thing to hold in his mind, except to know that all was different now. Death was come, and the Brotherhood would follow close behind like grey crows after a hunter.
Gerud shivered and turned back to watch the moonlit kitchen. He hoped that Da would come home soon.






  
  Chapter Two


Breag slammed awake. 
His bandaged forearm pulsed, his gut rumbled and his head ached. His left hand was wrapped tight-fisted around the knife’s bone hilt; its greedy whispering had chased him through hours of unquiet dreams.
None of those minor hurts had woken him, not with his body so badly in need of a healing sleep.
Outside the door of his room a floorboard creaked. Breag dragged himself from disordered blankets with a swallowed groan. His injured right arm throbbed hot and swollen. Not his knife hand; that one thing went right at least.
Through the door’s thick pine he heard whispers, a hissed argument. Not unexpected after the mess of the day’s market. The cramped room had one tiny window, too small to slip through. No matter. Brotherhood or vigilante, his knife was ready for them.
A soft knock came, almost apologetic. Breag blinked. This wasn’t how the game usually played itself.
Twelve breaths later the knock came again.
Breag had no advantage left but surprise. He threw open the door and stepped backwards, knife ready.
A skinny man faced him, hand raised to knock again. His other hand twisted at the waistband of his innkeeper’s apron, alternately pleating and smoothing the dark green fabric. Not even an Ull could find a threat in this one. Behind the innkeeper, other bodies squashed shoulder to shoulder at the head of the staircase, squabbling for room.
Not Brotherhood, then. Not yet.
“Pardon for waking you.” The innkeeper’s head bobbed. “But people would like a word from you if you’re willing.” He kept his eyes glued to the battered floorboards at his feet.
Breag took a moment, reassessing. Not what he had expected, this call to explain himself. Citizens elsewhere had favoured a more direct approach.
He had no need to slip his questions under their guard now that his Fiacal Knife had tasted the Lost One’s blood. That taste would allow the blade--and him--to find the warg wherever it holed up to lick its wounds. But his only way out was past this crowd and down the stairs.
Besides, whatever waited for him at the bottom of the staircase was unlikely to be an attack. Else why throw away the advantage of a sleeping man in a room with a single door?
The inn was full to its rafters. Townspeople wedged themselves elbow to elbow at every bench and board, and more leaned against the walls with tankards balanced on the narrow sill. A pair of serving girls rushed from kitchen to tables and back, hair plastered to their foreheads, lacking any sort of professional good cheer.
Some of the faces Breag recognised: a handful of soldiers out of their uniforms, some farmers from the market field, the oldster with the turnip cart who had chosen not to give him directions. Faces that had looked at him with suspicion and hostility last he’d seen them.
Leaned near the door, the guard, Tarbhal, and his scarred colleague paid a carefully casual attention to the room.
When Breag descended the staircase every tongue stilled and every eye fixed on him. He could feel them picking him apart seam by seam. For the first time in his life he felt glad to have grown up as a fatherless boy in the house of the Ceann, under the close attention of all five villages of Daoine.
“Over here.” The huntsman, the one that owned the gadhar, stood and motioned him to a table where the room’s only empty chair had been pushed out for him.
Breag sat straight-backed against the chair’s wooden slats. Across the table, two more hunters leaned towards him, avid. The hum of conversation in the room inched upwards again, but the people at the surrounding tables still seemed to listen more than they talked.
“Name’s Raghlan, and I wanted to thank you for what you did today.” The hunter’s face twisted. “If it wasn’t for you and my gadhar, Cealg, it would have gone much worse. I’ll light a candle for you tonight, and pray your wound heals clean.”
Breag squirmed. Nothing he had done had been for these people. “I was in the right place is all. You would have managed without me.”
Raghlan shook his head. “We would have tried. Whatever your blade did to the Lupe was what turned the day.”
Not a healthy direction for their thoughts to take. Breag hurried to redirect them. “I’ve fought Lupes before, is all. Without your beast and the guard’s help I wouldn’t have got far.” He tilted a nod across the room towards Tarbhal and received one in return.
Heads nodded around Breag, and the level of whispering spiked once more. He wondered what he had said to drive curiosity in the wrong direction.
“That’s what we thought.” Raghlan spoke, and people at the other tables murmured agreement. All conversation in the room had hushed again, and every ear was bent to their words. “Especially with you coming from the North. You fight like a man that knows Lupes.”
Breag’s heart stuttered. His left hand wrapped tight around his knife-hilt before he realised that the attention was approving and not threatening.
“Seems like the Lupe knew plenty too.” Breag tried again to turn the conversation.
Raghlan nodded. “We’ve had some trouble here. Animals killed, a boy savaged. A woman and child attacked, but that time we were able to drive it off.” The deaths at market hung heavy over his words.
Their talk was interrupted by the innkeeper, who arrived at the table carrying a bowl of brown stew and a mug of thick, malty ale. He slid both in front of Breag without a word and was gone with no time for anything but surprised thanks. Breag’s stomach rumbled its gratitude as he went to work with a will.
He twitched at the feel of so many eyes fixed on the rise and fall of his spoon. He had been more than long enough on display. The Fiacal Knife called for him to hunt, to track down the warg and to glory in the spill of its blood.
“A pity none of the soldiers were close enough to be useful.” He spoke between mouthfuls, to give the people something to consider apart from his every bite. The muttering that followed his words told him he had hit a sore point.
“That’s our sorrow and our shame.” The voice came from a table near the hearth. “The child had two uncles in the ranks.”
Breag turned his head to see a lean man in military blues – a captain to judge by the yellow-wood bata handle visible over his left shoulder – with hair as tightly braided as Breag's own and almost as black. The only soldier in the room to come in uniform, and no doubting that meant something too particular for Breag to fathom.
“I didn’t mean any insult.” And he had not. Breag felt doomed to step wrong with these people. He spooned up the last bite of stew and stood. “I should go.”
“Yes, you should.” A new voice sounded in the hushed room. The speaker was another soldier, the Boulder from the marketplace who had taken such particular care to catch a guard on his own.
“Aod.” The captain jerked his chin upwards. “Enough!”
Boulder settled back into his chair, face an angry red and lips sneering. His look poured particular venom across the room towards the pair of guards by the door.
“Be careful.” The captain spoke to Breag this time. “We won’t forget what you did for us.”
Boulder humphed under his breath.
Breag squirmed again at the undeserved praise. He muttered a platitude and side-stepped towards the door.
The cool night air came as a relief after the stifling heat of the inn. Something strange had happened in there, something that had twisted the currents of this town in a direction he couldn’t understand.
Breag needed to concentrate on the Lost One now. He would leave the small town politics until later and hope that the delay didn’t cost him his skin.
Although he doubted the good people of Dealgan had time to turn on him before the Brotherhood arrived.
###
The evening had turned dull, hiding the full moon behind a canopy of cloud. Breag strode towards the market field. He would start his hunt where the morning’s work had ended.
The field stood empty, its Harvest fire banked and the ground littered with the detritus of the day. Most of the stalls had been removed, but here and there a cart or wagon stood abandoned, surrounded by nothing. Raghlan’s cart of furs was one of these, and a moment too late Breag remembered that the warg wasn’t the morning’s only worry.
A growl rumbled from under the cart and the gadhar slid from shadow, her snarl making it plain that her hate was entirely personal. Her cubs followed, ears and tails high, questing for a scent.
The brindle stood a little apart from the others. Unlike its littermates, it seemed to find Breag’s scent, yet it alone didn’t echo its dam’s growling rumble.
Breag stepped slowly backwards, cursing the lack of cover in the near-empty field. The gadhar didn’t follow. For all her warning, she seemed unwilling to attack.
“She certainly doesn’t like you, does she, laddie?” The words came from behind a rag-cart near the edge of the field. “Now why would that be, I wonder?”
Tarbhal. The guard stood on the cart’s lee-side, watching.
Breag’s hand slid to his knife-hilt. “Sounds like you have some ideas on that.”
“I do lad, I do.” Tarbhal stood still, confident. “And that’s why I’ll come with you while you take care of our problem.”
Not possible. Breag shook his head, scrambling to find words that would change the guard’s mind without betraying his secrets.
“Not a request, I’m afraid.” Tarbhal stepped out into the open. “You have a lot to lose if that baneling’s to be believed. Easier to humour an old man. My memory’s not what it was. I’ll likely forget I saw anything here tonight.”
Breag tried only to kill Lost Ones, and only when they turned warg. This guard left him no option but to act.
Quietly he drew his blade. Now that the Lost One’s blood had flowed across its blade, the knife hungered. Its whispers flowered immediately into demands, the filthy-sweet ache of it settling into his jaws and his throat.
Forget the guard. Find the prey. Hunt it, kill it, sunder it.
Tarbhal raised his hands, chuckling. “A good thought, but my mind hasn’t slipped so far that I’d forget to take precautions. My good friend Ushna knows where I am, and why. You met him earlier, I think?”
Breag forced the knife back into its sheath, his hand trembling. “Why?”
Tarbhal didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “We need the Lupe gone, and if you can do that then I don’t care who, or what, you are. But I’ll watch you all the same. Just in case.”
Breag was out of choices. He would allow the guard to follow. And he would watch for an opportunity to deal with this second problem in the same way as the first.
###
Breag’s fingers sweated around the Fiacal knife’s old-bone hilt, his teeth gritted against its whispers. Each time it tasted Daoine blood its song became more powerful, its hunger more insistent. Its need drove him onwards even as the struggle to hold against it drained his strength.
Breag needed to find his Lost One soon, else the blade’s will would swallow his and he would be as lost as any warg.
“This way.” Breag’s voice grated. He pointed north, towards the mountains where the wolf had disappeared.
A raised eyebrow showed what Tarbhal thought of this.
“The knife can feel him. Once it tastes blood there’s no escaping it.”
The guard’s other eyebrow joined the first. “A very useful tool.” He eyed the knife carefully.
Breag shook his head. “It only works on Lupes.” And only for the Marbh, the one consecrated to it.
The Faith Eaters taught that the knife was a tool handed down from the Dawntime, when the Daoine had arrived in the Tiarna in their horned boats. Its hilt was carved from the bone of a Marbh who had gone before; a great honour, or so it was told. The knife was consecrated only to the most talented, the most dedicated, of the Daoine. Whether he wanted it or not.
Breag’s fists clenched again as he remembered heat and pain, the Eolaí’s chanting and the loss of everything important to him.
Eithne.
Not a memory for now. A remembering to be buried but not forgotten, like the promise knot in his backpack.
“Useful even so. Makes the man holding it a valuable ally.” Again Tarbhal twisted a familiar thought into something Breag had not considered.
The clouds unfolded the moon to light their way as Breag allowed the knife to lead them into the mountains.
“Is that what’s doing it?” Tarbhal spoke during one of their too-frequent breaks, kneading at his leg. They rested on a flat rock at the foot of an unsteady-looking drystone wall.
Breag didn’t understand Tarbhal’s question. The effort it took to hold to the ribbons of his shredded will left no energy aside for thinking.
“The moon.” Tarbhal indicated it with his thumb. “Is that what’s making the Lupe attack?” Carefully unspoken the notion that what maddened one Lupe could affect another. Like, for example, Breag.
“No.” Breag was too tired to pick his words, to pretend. “Those are just stories. The Lady watches and guides, she doesn’t make us Fall. This one’s a warg, gone mad from the life he’s been living. No way back for him, whether the Lady shows her whole face or not.”
Between them lay the knowledge that too much had been revealed between them. Breag reminded himself that he had two problems to find solutions for.
But first he had to deal with the Lost One. Even sheathed, the blade’s call was strong now.
“What’s to stop him shifting back to man shape and none knowing any better? If that knife of yours leads us to a man’s hearth, or to an inn, how do you explain to his friends and family that you intend to cut his throat?”
“No.” Breag tripped over his tongue again. “Now that the knife has his taste, he can’t change his shape. How he looks when it bloods him is how he stays.”
“Until you catch him?”
No knowing. If Breag had found a Lost One who wasn’t lost in Bliss, he would be home by now.
He pushed himself back onto rubber legs, his hand on the wall’s cool stone for support. The warg would be weak, confused and suffering. Time to make an end to this.
He gritted his teeth against the necessity of unsheathing the knife. It filled his mind with images he didn’t want: hot, salty blood pumping across his bare arms. Warm flesh soft as butter, the knife slipping through to the bone. Viscera, organs and, above everything, blood.
Sweat popped on his brow. He struggled to hold on to himself and to follow the knife’s promptings northwards.
The night passed in a blur. Distantly Breag was aware of slopes and inclines, bare rock and scrubby brambles, the guard’s hand at his elbow when the ground was particularly rough. And, over everything and tangled with every other thought, the knife’s hunger.
“We’re close.” The words tore from his raw throat. He staggered to his knees by a bottom-heavy blackthorn, slipping the knife into its sheath with a shaky sigh. His fingers ached from their all-night clench, and his jaw throbbed with the aching rictus of bared teeth.
Would this hunt have been easier or more difficult on his own?
Tarbhal eased to the ground beside him, a bitten back groan telling that his own night had been no pleasant stroll in the moonlight. “Where?”
Breag motioned to a straggly stand of ash, sparse and half naked now that the season had reached its midpoint. In the pre-dawn’s grey chill he felt tired and cold. The Fiacal Knife’s greedy bloodlust had quenched his own to cinders.
They moved silently towards the trees, the guard slightly ahead. No trace of Bliss would warn that the Lost One was close now that the knife had claimed it. Breag should be holding the blade naked in his hand, but its distraction was too much. He would draw it when he needed to.
The decision almost killed him.
A tangle of shadow to his left came together into a black mane and huge, mottled grey muzzle, its low-throated growl blasting his face with the stink of rotted meat. Its stare challenged Breag, its ears pointed and its tail upright and twitching. The injuries on its shoulder and foreleg stole nothing from its power.
Its mane bristled, growl deepening and haunches tensed to spring.
Breag’s hand flashed across his body to wrap around the hilt. The knife’s hunger roared through him, irresistible now that its prey was caught. This time its greed worked in Breag’s favour.
The warg lunged for his weakened right arm, and Breag twisted, meeting it with his blade. He jabbed forward and the wolf retreated a pace, its growl dropping into its chest.
The guard approached the Lost One’s other side, shortsword leading. He would be lucky to do more than get himself killed.
The wolf lunged again and Breag threw himself sideways, his knee squelching into slime. He used his position to thrust upwards, aiming for its throat. The beast pulled back again, wary of the blade, and the thrust drew no blood.
Tarbhal attacked from its injured shoulder, driving it away from Breag. It snapped long white fangs in the guard’s direction but kept its focus on the knife.
Breag used the distraction to climb to his feet. His intent matched the knife’s now. He would make prey of this Lost One. He would rip out its throat.
He moved sideways, looking for an opening. The wolf was faster. Unexpectedly quick, it plunged forward and closed its carnassials on his injured arm.
The world blackened as Breag struggled for control. If he faded he was dead. The knife helped this time, pumping him with the need to finish this. To win.
He raised his knife hand as the wolf released his mangled flesh. Aiming for its throat, he sank the blade deep into its shoulder.
The wolf screamed, an agonised sound that chilled the thirst in Breag’s blood. It turned its attack to its own wound, biting deep into the flesh where the knife had been. Its body convulsed into huge, violent contortions. Its back arched, the scream in its throat peaking to a shriek. Slowly it quieted, coming to rest with sluggish, gentle shudders. Its lungs emptied and did not refill.
Breag sank to his knees by the carcass, his own breath coming in chest-aching gulps. His arm was a ruin, a red-black pulse ebbing and flowing through his consciousness.
The Fiacal Knife’s demands had silenced. For now, until the next time it tasted Daoine blood, it was nothing more than a knife.
“Are you all right, boy?” Tarbhal’s question came from a long distance away.
Breag forced the tremble from his hand and straightened. The work here was not yet done, the most dangerous part yet to come.
“Watch him.” Pain made him sparing with his words. He hunkered by the wolf’s head, alert for the first signs.
The guard picked him over with sharp eyes before turning his attention to the wolf’s remains.
The moon burst from behind a cover of clouds; the Lady came in glory to welcome her lost child home.
Under Her pale light Breag watched the Lost One’s shape become indistinct, as though he looked at it through filthy glass. Its shape became somehow more, a distillation of its true self instead of a reflection of its outside form.
Its legs lengthened, its shoulders broadened and changed shape. Silver-grey fur rippled and was gone, exposing pink flesh. Its snout retreated, revealing blunted human features. Finally, a man’s body sprawled inelegantly on the damp grass.
The miracle stole Breag’s breath every time. His awareness was shapeless with raw feeling.
“I never thought to see anything like that.” The guard’s voice throbbed with wonder.
The beauty of the moment scoured Breag, peeled away his defences. This change was so necessary, so right. The knowledge burned through him. This was the Lady’s blessing, Her true gift to Her people.
How could he reject it?
A tiny warning voice spoke somewhere, but he paid it no heed. Lost in Bliss, Breag felt change shiver through him, natural as his next breath. He reached for it, drew it closer. Until now he had only been half of himself. Soon he would know everything.
A pair of strong hands clamped onto his shoulders, shattering the moment.
He was holding Bliss. He was going to Fall.






  
  Chapter Three


Carad conquered the urge to pace. He forced his body to relax, his peripheral vision pinned to the stiff-backed armsman who blocked the Athair’s door. 
Ludicrous, to think of a Tánaiste of the Brotherhood of the Lone Man forced to mind his manners for fear of the tales a common soldier might carry. Galling to cool his heels in the hallway while Fodhla made a grab for the ring of power.
Choose an heir, old man, else get on with the business of dying and let me solve this for myself.
And if he chooses the wrong man?
Carad caught himself mid-pace, and traded his anxious steps for a determined stride. He stopped at the long, narrow window as though he’d aimed for it from the beginning, stroking his fingers idly along the wall’s rough granite. Outside in the bailey, two lines of novices with wooden practice swords quickstepped through their paces under the watchful eye of Disciple Luca.
He shivered. The Citadel had been designed for security, not comfort, and it showed in the bare walls and stone floors. The fortress spanned the mouth of Slate Pass, the primary route into the Corcra Mountains, protecting the Tiarna from the nest of Lupes that swarmed on the other side of the mountain range.
None of which provided any ease for a man who had grown up on the stifling streets of Dun, nine hundred miles to the south.
He had, at least, despatched Fodhla’s hangers-on
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