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Chapter One
 

“I knew you were bad luck,” the captain said. “Get off my boat.”

The wind snarled in reply, tearing the words from the old seafarer’s mouth as soon as he spoke them, leaving Shadowhelm to wonder if he had heard right. The rain pelted, cold and hard against his skin, soaking him despite the heavily-oiled cloak. He stared at the old Ansgar captain in disbelief, and glanced around at the others for support, but saw none in their weary faces. “I paid for passage to Kinamac—you agreed to take me there.”

“That was before I knew what you were, Witch. Had I known Einar had taken in a Shara’kai demon, I wouldn’t have agreed…” 

A wave crashed over the bow and pitched the ship sideways. Shadowhelm scrambled to keep his footing along with the sailors, grasping onto one of the rails. The ship rolled hard in the other direction, trying to keep upright. Men’s shouts and shrill horse neighs added to the cacophony on deck.

The sky churned with ugly black clouds, casting the day almost as dark as night. Lightning crackled from cloud to cloud and from cloud to sea and thunder shook the longship as it bobbed helplessly in the gale.

Shadowhelm swallowed hard, glancing at the roiling sea. He had left home to become a sword-for-hire, only to find himself on a ship full of superstitious sailors ready to throw him overboard. He was fit and strong for a Shara’kai, an Eleion half-blood, but he was seventeen and hadn’t gain the muscle or mass adulthood brought. The Ansgar men were stronger and the lightest man there had thirty pounds on him. 

They weren’t far from land, but Shadowhelm couldn’t swim to shore in those choppy seas. “Listen, I’m sure it’s just a fluke—the weather is always bad around Havenwood…”

“Havenwood—there’s a cursed place too. The captain spat on the deck. 

Before Shadowhelm could reach for his sword, someone clouted him from behind. He staggered, his hand grasping at his sword’s pommel. Another clout and his vision went murky. He stumbled to the heaving deck and felt the contents of his stomach heave with it, tasting the sour bile in his mouth. Strong arms grasped him and dragged him. Struggling, he felt them lift him and then he was falling.

He hit the waves and the cold water shocked him back to his senses. He floundered for a moment, trying to gasp in air instead of sea water, but then felt his body relax as if it knew what to do, even if he didn’t. Through the pounding rain, he could see the ship slip away with each swell, but it sat wrong in the water. It listed dangerously to port as if their final act of throwing Shadowhelm overboard had doomed it. Lightning crackled around the ship and a bright bolt hit the mast, setting the ship on fire. 

Shadowhelm focused his energy on swimming towards land. The ship was in the gods’ hands, not his, and at this point, he didn’t care what happened to it. They hadn’t been that far from shore, and despite the bone-numbing cold, Shadowhelm forced his arms and legs to propel him forward. The heaviness of the mail armor and padded gambeson underneath threatened to drag him down. If it had been winter instead of summer, he suspected the cold would have completely sapped his strength and he would have drowned before reaching the rocks. He swam, struggling to keep above water despite the soaked arming jacket pulling him down. Several times, he got a mouthful of water instead of air and he coughed as the waves crashed over him. 

One wave picked him up and slammed him into the water and pushing him downward. Shadowhelm flailed against the strong current, tumbling deeper into the murky depths. He fought panic as his lungs burned for the taste of air. His vision began to dim, but he thought he saw a creature swimming beside him as he sank into nothingness.

I am the Sea Wolf. What are you doing in my domain?

The words jolted Shadowhelm awake. He had not heard them; the question formed in his mind. He floundered and opened his eyes, seeing little in the dark waters—and yet, he turned and saw a gigantic wolf swimming beside him with the grace of a fish. It had webbed paws and blue and green seaweed instead of fur. Its eyes glowed green in the dim light. Surprised, he tried to open his mouth in response but got a mouthful of water. The wolf snarled. Its great teeth, sharp like those of a shark, flashed at him and suddenly the burning within Shadowhelm’s lungs stopped.

I must be dead, he thought.

Not yet, I have stopped the dying process for the time being. What are you doing in my domain?

Shadowhelm shook his head, still trying to steady his breath. It was just his luck one of the Sea Fae found him. He would certainly die now. I didn’t mean to come here. The sailors on that ship threw me overboard.

Why?

Because I am different. His mindspeak sounded as bitter as he felt. The sailors had been like many he knew at home; he was different and therefore something to be feared and destroyed. They thought I had somehow cursed the ship. Shadowhelm inhaled and found he could breathe as though the water had become air. I would not have come here had I a choice. 

The ship was cursed the moment it entered these waters. The Sea Wolf considered him. You aren’t what you seem, Shara’kai.

It stared into his eyes and Shadowhelm felt a strong mental push. He met the creature’s gaze fearlessly. I am not destined to die here, spoke another voice deep within Shadowhelm’s mind. I do not fear you.

Shadowhelm hesitated. The voice that spoke from within him wasn’t exactly himself, but the voice that had often guided him as long as he could remember. It was almost as if something older and more powerful that he couldn’t quite explain had buried itself deep within his mind. He had learned to trust the voice, but it had never answered for him.

The light within the Sea Wolf’s eyes glowed intensely. You, Shara’kai, are destined for greater things. I will spare your life if you help me.

Shadowhelm stared. How could I help you?

Return what is rightfully mine.

Return—what? Shadowhelm looked at the wolf in earnest. Did someone steal something from you?

Yes—that which is mine. 

A description? Shadowhelm quirked an eyebrow and crossed his arms. Despite the perilous situation, he knew the Sea Wolf would’ve killed him already if it wanted to, but if the Sea Fae wanted help, it would have to explain. I’m willing to help you if you can tell me what it is—or at least what it looks like.

The Sea Wolf snarled. It is my offspring, but they have changed its form. 

They? 

The men who have taken it. I know not what form they have given it, but I know they have changed it. Find my whelp and I will spare your life.

It’s still alive?

Barely. They took it six months ago. It shall die soon without the sea, even with their foul magic.

Shadowhelm looked at the creature and despite the danger, felt pity for it. The Fae was willing to give him his life in exchange for his work. You wanted to be a mercenary, the voice within him said. Here is your first job. 

Shadowhelm sighed and looked at the Sea Wolf. All right. Bring me to land and I’ll somehow find your pup and get it back to you.

As soon as he said this, the creature swam around him like a maelstrom. The water leapt up and pushed him to the surface in such a rush he barely had a moment to gasp as air once more filled his lungs.

His hand hit something hard and rough. He pulled it away to find it slick with blood; he had torn it on a rock. He grasped at the rock and clung to it as the waves broke over him. Lightning flashed across the sky and Shadowhelm turned to see the last pieces of the ship sink beneath the waves. 

The goddess Nim’he takes her dead, he thought. He scrambled up the rock, hoping it was large enough to avoid being washed away. As he climbed, the waves pelted him. He dragged himself forward, stumbling into pools and tripping over craggy holes. The rough surface gave way to sand and grass and he collapsed in exhaustion.

oOo
 

Shadowhelm awoke to light and something tickling his face. He wiped the salt-encrusted sand from his eyes and found himself staring into the nostrils and whiskers of a bay horse. The horse’s tongue darted between its teeth and licked the brine from his skin.

He raised his hand up. The horse stepped back and pulled its head away. Shadowhelm noticed he clutched something in his left hand and opened it slowly. In it was a shell, but one he had never seen previously. It reminded him of a snail shell, but unlike shells he had seen before, this one was translucent and edged with gold. Something about it felt magic. He touched it and it vibrated with power.

“It would’ve helped if the Sea Wolf would’ve told me what this was about.” Shadowhelm spoke his thoughts aloud, though no one except the horse heard him. He pocketed the shell and turned his attention to the horse.

It wore a battered leather halter and a frayed tie-rope. “Where did you come from?” Shadowhelm murmured as he slowly sat up. The gambeson beneath his mail squished uncomfortably against the tunic and the damp trews stuck to his skin. He frowned, looking at the horse. The horse’s hair dripped with water. He stood up slowly. “You came from the ship, too?”

The horse nickered and cropped a small patch of sandy grass. It was a gelding, which might indicate it had a good temperament, but Shadowhelm had met plenty of evil-tempered animals. He approached it slowly and patted it gently. Perhaps it was a gift from the Sea Wolf, or maybe a turn of fortune, but whatever it was, he now had a way across land.

He looped the halter rope around his fingers and grasped a handful of wet black mane close to the horse’s withers while he swung himself up. The horse snorted and bucked, tossing him into the sandy grass. He landed hard on his back, losing the air from his lungs with a loud “oomph.” 

Shadowhelm sat up as the horse trotted a few yards away up the hill. He frowned, rubbing the back of his head where it had bounced on the ground. He was a good rider, but evidently the horse hadn’t been told that. He stood up. The gelding snorted and went back to cropping grass.

“Damn southern horses.” Shadowhelm stepped forward. The gelding whinnied and moved away. He stepped again and the horse moved away again. He stopped, considering the animal. It would take all day to capture it at this rate. He wished the gelding wore a saddle or a proper bridle.

“Even a tree around here where I could tie it off,” he muttered. But all around him stretched sand, grass and rocks as far as he could see. The wind shuddered through the hills, scouring it bare of anything larger than scrub oak. 

He could barely make out his faint shadow cast from the cloud-obscured sunlight. From the looks of the storm-darkened sky he guessed it was still morning. He might be able to make Havenwood in an hour if he could catch the horse and ride it. It would take half a day or more otherwise.

He plucked some grasses from the hillside. They were only moderately green and reminded him more of straw than hay, being mostly stalks and stems and not much in the way of leaf. Still, he reasoned, the horse was eating some of it. He walked towards it, gently nickering at it, hoping the gelding would at least let him snag the rope before it got wise and ran off. He held out the grass. The horse’s ears perked forward, its nostrils quivering. 

“Come, come…” Shadowhelm kept his voice soft. “You want some nice grass, yes?”

The gelding stretched its neck to investigate the grass. Shadowhelm inconspicuously slid his other hand up as the horse brought its head down to sniff at the grass. He snatched the rope. The horse pulled back and neighed in surprise. It whipped its head around and took off at full gallop, jerking Shadowhelm off his feet and plowing him into a sand bank. He held on, dragging until his hands slipped on the rope and he slammed face first into the ground. Sand filled his mouth and nose and burrowed past his eyelids. 

“Damn Athel’cen and purebloods!” He spat the sand from his mouth and wiped the sand from his eyes, despite the grit and rope burns. When he pulled his hand away he saw it covered with blood. His face stung and he guessed the sand had scoured his skin. He heard a shrill neigh as he spat more sand from his mouth. 

oOo
 

Storm clouds rumbled overhead as Shadowhelm stared at the ocean’s swells. It had taken him until almost noon to walk to Havenwood, and he was tired, hot and itchy. His clothing was still damp and stank of sea water. He was thirsty and his throat burned. Chasing the horse had been an idiotic idea, he decided. It may have come from the ship, but without a proper bridle and saddle, he might as well have had no horse.

He sat down in despair, watching as the waves crashed along the rocky shore. This is a fine place to have been dumped. The Sea Wolf’s pup could be anywhere within a thousand miles, and he might not even recognize it.

His mind went back to the captain's words. Witch.
Shara'kai demon. This wasn't the first time he had been singled out for his heritage, or his looks. His red-gold hair and silver eyes marked him as a Shara'kai—a
half-breed of two races—Eleion and Ansgar. The Eleion were all but extinct save for the emperor's clan, the Eltar; most with Eleion blood were Shara'kai, but even among his people, high percentage mixes were rare. Shadowhelm looked pureblood Eleion, hence the sailor's fears. Eleion did magic, or so the stories said, and most Shara'kai had some magic. Shadowhelm could recognize magic and occasionally he had flashes of dreams that came true, but he was anything but a witch. His power was in his sword.

Still, I'm not welcomed even when paying my way aboard a ship, he thought bitterly.

The ship's captain was right about one thing, even if he was wrong about Shadowhelm: something felt amiss. The air stank of black magic. Maybe it was just a feeling he had, but Shadowhelm had always been able to recognize the stench of magic even if he did not use it beyond the Northmen wards. He doubted Ansgar would be able to sense the magic beyond an uneasy feeling. Ansgar were seldom capable of wielding magic or sensing it. A few could, but that was unusual.

Below the ridge sat the town of Havenwood, the last port on the Northern Sea before the Dark Lord’s realm. Shadowhelm had heard stories of demon magic and curses in these lands. Now, sitting on the hill near the turbulent sea, he could almost imagine some curse plaguing the town.

He heard a soft nicker and nearly jumped. The horse stood next to him as though taunting him. He closed his eyes and slowly reached out his hand. He caught the lead rope easily. Opening his eyes again, he found himself looking into the gelding’s face. It sniffed him and Shadowhelm stroked the nose gently. “No riding?” 

The bay stomped its hoof. Shadowhelm stood up slowly. The horse waited. It nudged him. He patted it in agreement. He didn’t have much of a choice but to go to Havenwood. He might be able to find a saddle and bridle in the village, and perhaps food and replacements for the supplies he lost on the boat. Luckily, the sailors hadn’t thought to relieve him of his purse in their zeal to toss him overboard. 

Shadowhelm led the horse forward. It seemed content to walk with him, which cheered him a bit. But as he approached Havenwood, his mood turned sour. 

The narrow trail wound through the sawgrass. Unlike the normal beach grasses, it stood dark and sharp, cutting into the gelding’s legs and tearing at his own clothing if he dared to stray off the path. Rivulets of blood trickled down the horse’s leg when it brushed the stems. Shadowhelm frowned. As they approached the town, a smell like sulfur permeated the air, making him gag. The gelding snorted and halted, looking at him as if to say, “You really want to go here?”

Shadowhelm couldn’t blame the beast, but it was a long walk to Havelock and even farther to Whalestan. The sulfur stench would permeate everything, but he needed food, waterskins, and a saddle and bridle. Then, there was the problem of finding the Sea Wolf’s whelp. He should’ve asked where the creature thought its pup was, but he suspected it would only give him hints and riddles. That was the problem with supernatural creatures like Sea Fae. They seldom could give a clear answer because of their nature. 

As he approached the town, his low hopes lowered further. He met no one along the road as he walked in and saw no one in the streets. The houses and buildings stood like gray sentinels, their whitewash long faded and their lumber cracked and weathered like driftwood. The boarded-up windows spoke of inhabitants who had long since moved or fled. He walked slowly, but saw no movement.

He patted the horse. “Surely there’s a well here where I can give you some fresh water and then we’ll move on. Havelock is several days away—maybe I can find some old waterskins in this ghost town.” To his surprise, he found cisterns full of water from the storm. He expected it to be brackish or muddy, but found it acceptable, if tasting faintly of sulfur. He let the horse drink its fill and drank some himself.

The wind picked up and the sky grew darker. As much as he wanted to leave this town and its foul stench, he didn’t want to be outside during a lightning storm. “Let’s find the stables,” he told the horse, and led it around back to the boarded-up livery. 

It took him some tugging and cursing at the wooden planks before he managed to get the door pulled open. Musty air greeted his nostrils, but he led the horse in and tied it in one of the stalls. 

Shadowhelm found bridles and saddles in an adjacent tack room and pulled out a set that looked acceptable, although stiff and encrusted with dust. He shook the leather out and sneezed. Rodents had gnawed and defecated on the saddle blankets, making them barely serviceable. He shook them out as well and then slipped the bridle on the gelding. He wasn’t surprised when the horse fought the bit, but calmed down.

Then, exhausted, he curled up on the floor and fell asleep.
  


Chapter Two
 

The next thing Shadowhelm knew, someone shook him roughly. He was not a deep sleeper, but to his surprise, a young woman was standing over him. “What? Who are you?” He sat up, grasping at his sword’s pommel.

It was dark again—he must have slept the afternoon. The only light came from a single candle the woman held. His horse nickered reassuringly.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded. Her voice was thick with an Ansgar accent, but he understood her well enough.

“Sleeping, until you woke me.”

“That’s not what I meant.” She scowled at him. “You’re not from Havenwood.”

“You are?” Shadowhelm considered her thoughtfully. Her blonde hair was dirty and tied up in a scarf and she wore threadbare clothing heavily patched with faded colors. Thin to the point of emaciated, she might have been pretty at one time, but her sunken eyes and sallow skin made her look pitiful. 

“Well, of course,” she said. “I wouldn’t look like this if I weren’t.” She shook her head. 

“I don’t understand.”

“You wouldn’t. Haven’t you heard this place is cursed?”

“What’s your name? Mine’s Shadowhelm.” 

The woman blinked. “Didn’t you hear me? This town is cursed—and now you’re cursed too.”

“Really?” Shadowhelm considered her. “Who are you? Why didn’t I see you before?”

She sighed in exasperation. “My name is Ardith, but that doesn’t matter. Don’t you understand? You’re stuck here.”

“Really?” He stood up and she backed away. “There wasn’t anyone here before. Were you hiding?”

She shook her head. “It’s the curse.”

“All right, I’ll play. What curse?” 

She sighed. “We’ve always had a hard life here in Havenwood, but six months ago, we fell asleep and woke at night to the storms. Now, just as dawn breaks, we fade and disappear—where to, I don’t know, but no one seems to remember. At night, we return.”

Shadowhelm chuckled. 

“What’s so funny?”

“How could you fade and disappear? I mean, how would you know?”

Ardith raised her hands in exasperation. “You’ll see!” She looked at the horse. “The problem is we can’t leave here and we’re running out of food. People are talking about eating the dead now. Your horse will help us survive a little longer.” She stepped toward the bay.

Shadowhelm stepped in front of her, his hand on his hilt. “I don’t think so.”

Ardith backed up, glaring at him. “Listen, if we don’t tell anyone you have the horse, we’ll be able to live a little longer.”

“Excuse me? This is my horse and I’m riding it away from this crazy place.” He turned and hauled out the saddle and blankets, tossing them onto the gelding’s back. The horse snorted and stomped its hoof. 

“You’ll never make it past the tavern.”

“We’ll see about that.” Shadowhelm cinched up the saddle. He pushed Ardith aside and strode past her, leading the horse. 

He stepped out of the stable and halted. Under the light of the two moons peering between the clouds low on the horizon, he could see throngs of people in the street, their pale faces turned towards him. Sulfur smudge pots burned everywhere, trying to disguise the overwhelming stench of the dead that lay stacked against the sides of the buildings. The men and women stared at him, their faces sunken and their skin white, almost translucent; had Shadowhelm not believed in ghosts, he would’ve thought these people were specters. As it were, they were ghoulish in their appearance as they raised their bone-thin arms towards him.

Shadowhelm gripped his sword. To his surprise, Ardith tapped his arm gently. “Come inside the stable, Sir Warrior Shadowhelm,” she whispered. 

Shadowhelm hesitated. He could take on these people, but at what cost? They crept nearer. He grasped the pommel and leapt onto the horse. The bay gelding snorted and took off, charging past Havenwood’s folk as they tried to grab it. The reins slid through their hands and Shadowhelm held on, letting the horse choose its path out of the town.

The storm clouds rumbled above him and eerie lightning flashed across the sky. He clapped his legs tight against the horse’s sides to encourage it to move faster. The lightning flashed again, the bolt crackling overhead. In the midst of the thunder, he thought he heard a wolf howl. The horse shied, nearly throwing him off. The bolts danced with the storm god’s anger. 

Cold rain pelted his face. He reined the horse. To his shock, the falling rain was brackish, not freshwater. It stung his eyes and burned his parched lips. Black magic was thick here, smothering him like a heavy cloak. The lightning flashed once more in the sky and he found himself staring at the town he had once left.

The ghoulish people continued to shamble towards him. The horse whinnied in terror and bucked. Shadowhelm held on, aided with the saddle and stirrups. The gelding took off and he hung on, hoping the animal would find a way out of the town. More and more people appeared ahead. The bay shied. The villagers surrounded Shadowhelm, their bony hands stretched out towards him, threatening to pull him off the horse.

He drew his sword in desperation. The villagers retreated, seeing the steel glint in the moonlight. “Back! All of you!” He found his voice and found it steady despite his terror. “This is my horse and I’m riding out of here!”

“We need food!” a man shouted from the crowd. “That horse will feed us.”

“Not if I have a say.” Shadowhelm sliced downward through the air to make a point. At that moment, lightning flashed with thunder following, shaking the ground. The villagers looked up in terror and disappeared like wraiths into the boarded-up buildings.

Shadowhelm took an unsteady breath and another as the lightning rumbled across the sky. The dark magic was thick here and itched at his skin. What had these people done to deserve this? 

They had all disappeared now, but the corpses and sulfur smudge pots remained. Shadowhelm tapped the horse’s side with his foot and rode slowly through the rain, pulling his already soaked cloak around him. He sensed magic everywhere but not what caused it. He turned his head to gaze into the sky and listened intently for the wolf howl. He heard nothing but thunder and felt only the sting of cold salt rain in his eyes.

He stopped at the cistern where earlier he had found fresh water. He didn’t need to taste it now because to his dismay, it was full of seaweed and seawater. He suspected there had to be other sources of fresh water or the people would be dead by now. Either that, or they had some way of distilling water. 

As he rode past the stables, he saw Ardith motion to him. Shadowhelm reined the horse towards her and dismounted, leading the horse inside.

“Some good that did you,” Ardith said. She crossed her arms and glared at him. “If you had lost that horse, we’d both be starving.”

“We’re not eating my horse. I’m not going to lose my only way out of this town.” He walked the gelding back to its stall and looked around. “Do you have a brush?”

“Do you have wax in your ears? You can’t escape.”

Shadowhelm removed the soaked cloak and shook it hard, splattering salt water everywhere. The horse shied and snorted. “Sorry.” He patted its shoulder and turned to Ardith. “Listen, maybe you’re not willing to break this curse, but I am. Do you have a brush?”

Ardith sighed and pointed to a dusty set of grooming brushes and rakes on the wall. “You’re wasting your time.”

“And yet you tell me that’s what I have plenty of here.” He pulled the dusty implements off the wall and shook off clouds of dust. Shadowhelm sneezed. “When was the last time you had horses here?”

“Two months ago.”

“And the curse has been in effect six months?”

She nodded.

“What caused it?”

Ardith shook her head. “If we knew, we’d reverse it.” 

She fell silent and Shadowhelm considered her thoughtfully as he slapped the brushes together. He wasn’t a mind reader, but he did recognize when people lied. He took the sweat rake and briskly ran it over the bay to pull the moisture from the animal’s coat. The strong stench of horse sweat was somehow comforting in this strange place. The gelding shook its head with a nicker.

“Six months ago. Six months ago.” Shadowhelm repeated the words like a chant. He paused. The Sea Wolf had said its whelp had been stolen six months before. He stared at the horse’s dripping mane. Could this be where the Sea Wolf thought its whelp was?


It would explain the Sea Wolf’s howl. The Fae knew its pup was here.

Remembering the shell, he slipped his hand into the carry pouch and pulled it out. The shell glowed pinkish-white. He slipped it back into the pouch. Whatever it was, it came from the Sea Wolf.

He turned and found Ardith staring hungrily at the horse. He doubted it was an accident the Sea Wolf had allowed him to live. Nor did he think it an accident Havenwood was indeed cursed. “What did someone bring here six months ago?”

“Nothing.” Ardith turned around and walked towards the door. Shadowhelm smiled; he had guessed right. He slipped out of the stall and caught her halfway to the stable entrance. 

“You’re lying, and badly too.” He grasped her thin arm and pulled her closer to look into his eyes. “Someone brought something here—something magical and precious to all of you. Only, it isn’t what you think it is.”

“Let me go,” she whispered. “If I tell you, he’ll kill me.”

“Who?” Shadowhelm’s eyes narrowed. “You’re already dead. Eating my horse or not. Eating the dead or not, you’ll all die soon. Unless you tell me what was brought in six months ago.”

Ardith pulled away and he let her go. She collapsed to the floor, weeping. “Gods, he said that wasn’t it—it couldn’t be it. Nothing that gave so much would do this to us.”

“Gave so much? What are you talking about?”

She ran her hand along her face, dust and dung smearing with the tears and snot. “The gemstone, of course! It brought us sweet rain and fish from the sea—at least for a while.”

Shadowhelm blinked. “Gemstone?”

She nodded, sniffling. “Yes. Moryn brought the gemstone in from the sea. Said it gave him good fishing.”

“But the water is salt water, and you can’t fish—you can’t leave Havenwood.”

“At first we could, but Moryn said it was so valuable, he couldn’t risk losing it. That’s when we were forced into the night.” She wept.

Shadowhelm frowned. The Sea Wolf said men had changed the whelp’s form, but he doubted any of the villagers could’ve wielded enough power to control a Sea Fae’s pup. Still, something had brought the curse onto Havenwood… “Who is Moryn?”

“He’s the wizard. He’s Shara’kai, like you.” Her voice was barely a whisper. 

“Shara’kai? He has red-gold hair like me?” Shadowhelm blinked. While Shara’kai were common enough this far north, he never met anyone with the red-gold hair of the Lochvaur kindred. If so, Moryn was an unusual creature and likely to be mistaken for a demon, as Shadowhelm was.

“No, he has golden hair.” 

“Golden,” he repeated. Moryn could be from one of many Eleion clan crosses. Lochel, came the voice within his mind. The Lochel have sea magic. “Gold or silver eyes?”

“Gold.” She nodded, and he sucked in a breath. 

Shara’kai, and most likely a powerful sorcerer to capture a Fae, even a young one, the voice in his head confirmed his suspicions. Despite the Ansgar superstitions, he was most likely dealing with a true sorcerer or witch—something the ill-fated sailors had accused Shadowhelm of being. He was not a sorcerer. He knew little of magic beyond the basic wards of the Northmen. Most of his strength was with a sword.

Still, perhaps this was a chance for him to test his steel. His mother, Elina, had been a great warrior who had died shortly after giving birth to him. His father was unknown, but was either Shara’kai or pureblood Eleion and no doubt a warrior. His almost pureblood looks and affinity, if not ability, for magic suggested his sire had been a warlord of sorts. Maybe it was time to claim that heritage.

He steeled his gaze. “Take me to Moryn.” He paused. “If you touch my horse, you’ll wish Moryn had come after you.”

oOo
 

Shadowhelm followed Ardith through the streets. The intense rain and unnatural lightning kept the villagers in their homes. Ardith had tried several times to talk him out of going to Moryn, but he insisted, at one point nearly drawing the sword. When, at last she brought him to Moryn’s house, she turned and scurried away. 

She better not touch my horse, he thought darkly, looking up at the house. Only a single light shone in an upstairs window. The building spoke of having belonged to a wealthy man at some point, but like the other homes and buildings, had fallen into disrepair. The paint may have been white at one time, but was now dingy gray and peeling. Boards covered the windows on the first floor. The door itself stood half-rotted in its frame.

Shadowhelm frowned. How could this much damage happen in six months? he wondered. The stench of dark magic was particularly strong here, overwhelming the stink of rotting bodies and sulfur smudge pots. Maybe it wasn’t time, but the magic. 

He paused, considering the feel of the power here. Shadowhelm didn’t sense evil in the Sea Wolf’s magic, but he didn’t know much about the Sea Fae. Maybe the evil power he felt was from the Fae; maybe it was from the sorcerer. Still, he drew his sword and tried the door.

It opened with a loud creak. Shadowhelm hesitated, peering into the darkness. Despite his Eleion ancestry, seeing at night was not his specialty. He waited, expecting flames or lightning to issue from the darkness. Instead, the room was eerily quiet.

He stepped past the threshold. Ward runes flared, knocking him backward. Dark magic tore through him, blinding him and sending him reeling until he landed on his rear. Shadowhelm sat, shaking his head as his ears rang and his mouth tasted of copper and blood. Every nerve in his body screamed at him and he felt like puking.

Idiot! the voice in his head said harshly. Why didn’t you look for wards?

Shadowhelm rubbed his temples and eyes. You could’ve reminded me.

Silence. Shadowhelm closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The wards could’ve killed—might have killed him—but for some reason, they hadn’t. Maybe they were set for Ansgar, or maybe the sorcerer’s magic wasn’t that strong. But something told him he should’ve been dead. 

He pulled out the shell and found it glowing, almost too hot to touch. He slipped it back into the pouch. Maybe it had protected him somehow.

Shadowhelm took another deep breath and tried to stand, but ended up retching. He hadn’t had anything to eat since leaving the ship, so he spat up bitter bile and nothing else. Well, now that you’ve pounded on the door, you might as well go in, the voice inside his head said to him.

Shadowhelm hesitated, scanning the threshold. Along the door frame, he found the ward runes carved into the wood, blackened as though the magic had been dispelled. Dispelled into me, he thought ruefully. He stared at the runes and found he sensed no magic in them. 

“They should’ve killed me,” he muttered. He should have drowned too, but the Sea Wolf seemed to think he could save its whelp. Maybe the Fae’s shell
had given him some protection. 

The door opened into a dimly lit hall, devoid of furniture and unremarkable save for the doorways lining it. Each emptied into darkness. Shadowhelm cocked his head but couldn’t see beyond the frames.

He walked in, and at once everything changed. He was no longer in the dimly lit house, but in the great hall of a palace, bright with sunlight from many windows, tapers and wall sconces. The walls were golden and white, and sea-green carpet covered ebony floors that stretched beyond the great stone pillars holding up the arched ceiling. Shadowhelm could no longer smell the stench of decaying bodies or smudge pots; instead, he breathed in the fresh scent of pine and flowers on the breeze.

The hall stood empty save for a large fountain in the center and a dais with a throne on the other end. Lilting music played somewhere beyond. And yet, dark magic prickled everywhere, mixed with something akin to the Sea Wolf. 

Growing up in the Northlands had exposed Shadowhelm to various magics, including dark and Fae powers. He wasn’t fond of Fae magic because it dealt in illusion and not reality, but it was less fearsome than the dark powers of Emperor Allarun. Despite the dark magic, he doubted the Emperor would’ve bothered with a town as unimportant as Havenwood. That left some other dark magic, maybe a type he hadn’t experienced before. 

As he looked around, he had the feeling someone was watching him. He frowned and raised his sword, putting it in a guard. 

Laughter rang from everywhere—and nowhere. “Do you think that sword would hurt me, boy?” The voice came from everywhere and nowhere.

“Moryn?” Shadowhelm could not tell where the voice came from. 

“Emperor Moryn.” The voice reverberated through the hall. “Bow before me, fool.”

Shadowhelm didn’t lower his guard. “I’m sure Allarun would dispute your claim. Don’t you think we have enough madmen in control as it is?”

“Bow before me!” Moryn’s voice roared. “I am your god!”

Shadowhelm snorted. “So far all I see is a charlatan with some cheap magic tricks—and not very good ones either. Where did you put the Sea Wolf pup? The Sea Fae want it back.”

“No!” Moryn appeared with a staff in his hands. He was a tall Shara’kai half-breed with gold hair tied back in a single braid and golden eyes that looked inhuman. He wore gem-encrusted robes of blue and green with patterns that echoed the waves. He pointed the staff and dark flames issued from the end. 

Shadowhelm leapt aside, using one of the columns as a shield between them. The flames licked the stone but did not touch him. He took a long, unsteady breath, his hands slick inside the gauntlets.

That wasn’t real, the voice in his head said. 

Shadowhelm stared at the column, taking another, more steady breath. No, it couldn’t be. None of this is real.
I should be dead if his magic was something beyond illusion. The false pillar stopped it when the fire should’ve gone through. It’s all a trick.

Yes, but if you believe in it, it will kill you.

Moryn approached the column. Shadowhelm moved to keep it between himself and the sea mage. He couldn’t trust his doubt in the illusion enough to risk his life on it. The ward runes felt real enough. He suspected not all Moryn’s magic was illusion. He couldn’t separate the trickery from the other magic, and treating everything as if it were an illusion would get him killed if he wasn’t careful.

Moryn circled the pillar and aimed his staff. Shadowhelm walked towards the pillar and his hands hit hard stone. Cursing, he sidled around it as the sea mage blasted more fire toward him. Moryn came around the pillar. This time, Shadowhelm ran toward the fountain, hoping to outrun the flames, illusion or not. 

Just as he felt the flames lick at his back, he dove to the floor, sliding across the slick ebony, He hit the edge of the green rug and skidded painfully across it. His sword skittered away on impact. Shadowhelm swore.

SPELL! MOVE! roared the voice in Shadowhelm’s head. Shadowhelm rolled and managed to grasp the lip of the fountain and dove into the water. The shock of the cold water reminded him of the sea. He shivered, remembering the Sea Wolf. But unlike the ocean, this water was fresh.

“Some warrior I am,” he muttered, lying prone and soaked in the fountain. He hadn’t noticed that the main part of the fountain looked remarkably like a wolf. Its glass eyes and translucent sea green body stood above the pool where the water collected. He could feel the Fae magic all around him and sense something sentient about the wolf…

Why didn’t I notice this before? It had to be the Sea Wolf’s pup.

Concealment enchantment. The other part of him knew. 

He won’t hurt you while you’re here with me, came another voice in Shadowhelm’s head. He won’t dare cast a spell that might harm me.

Shadowhelm looked up at the Sea Wolf’s pup. It didn’t move, but he could sense the sentience behind the stone. The Sea Fae magic spun all around him like a web. He felt itchy at the magic. How do I get you out of this?

Before he could hear the pup’s response, Moryn loomed over him with Shadowhelm’s own sword in one hand and his staff in the other. Moryn slammed the sword down in a clumsy arc, giving Shadowhelm enough time to curse and scramble out of the way of the blade as it clanged into the fountain’s lip. 

“I’ve had enough of you!” Moryn screamed.

“Right.” Shadowhelm floundered in the cold water. His cloak, once stiff with salt, now wrapped around him, tripping him. The fountain water was turning brackish from all the salt in his clothing.

Moryn came after him, swinging the sword. He was no warrior, but even someone unskilled could get in a lucky hit. Shadowhelm tore his cloak off and whipped it around, catching the blade and the man’s hands. Moryn pointed the staff at Shadowhelm, but Shadowhelm brought his foot up and kicked hard, sending the staff clattering across the floor.

Shadowhelm heard a low growl and saw fear in Moryn’s eyes. The sea mage dropped Shadowhelm’s sword and half dragged Shadowhelm from the fountain in trying to escape his cloak. He tripped and fell backwards towards the staff. Shadowhelm looked over his shoulder in time to see the Sea Wolf’s pup come to life.

At the same time, Shadowhelm felt something hot touched his skin. He reached into his pouch and pulled out the shell. It glowed white-hot, burning into his gauntlets with a hot stench of scorched leather. He threw the shell as hard as he could at the sorcerer. Moryn screamed as the shell burst into light around him. Shadowhelm lunged forward, scrambling for the sword before Moryn could grab it again. 

But Moryn’s magic was gone. The illusion, too. Shadowhelm stood in the rickety building, in a larger room, presumably the main living area. He was soaked and covered with dust. He sneezed and looked back at the “fountain” and saw an old horse trough filled with water. The majestic columns were nothing more than termite-ridden supports. He coughed. The only thing real was the sea wolf pup.

It was still as beautiful as before, with glowing green eyes and seaweed fur which looked softer than the finest pelts. It stood on the edge of the trough, its teeth bared, but it wasn’t snarling at Shadowhelm. A low throaty growl issued from its throat as it glared at Moryn.

Shadowhelm stared at the sea mage in shock. The man was pitifully thin, a shade of the strong sailor and sea mage he once was. Starved beyond any of the villagers, he looked more like a corpse than alive. Shadowhelm could see every bone against his pale and translucent skin. His golden hair hung in dirty, knotted strands and his golden eyes stared back at Shadowhelm like flames in skull eye sockets. He wore tattered robes that might have been brown or black, but were so thick with dust, Shadowhelm couldn’t tell. 

The taint of black magic cleared and he felt only the magic of the Fae all around him.

“Look what you’ve done!” Moryn’s voice filled the hall. “It’ll kill us! All of us!”

Shadowhelm cocked his head at the pup bristling next to him. “I don’t see it wanting to kill anyone, except perhaps you.” He raised his sword and stepped forward. “Why did you want this pup? What did it do to you?” 

Moryn shivered and backed up. “You fool! You don’t understand! The Sea Wolf will give us anything to keep its whelp safe.”

“Really?” Shadowhelm looked askance at the pup and snorted. “All I see is misery and a curse here.”

“It will give us treasures beyond your dreams! You stupid boy!”

The Sea Wolf’s pup leapt at Moryn. Moryn screamed and smashed his staff into the pup, throwing the Fae backwards. 

“No!” Shadowhelm shouted, but the mage had run out of the room. He ran to the pup. 

The pup lifted its head and shook it as if clearing the daze. I am all right. Go after Moryn.

Shadowhelm ran to the door, opened it and halted. The torrents of rain were nothing compared to what he now saw. It was as though the very ocean itself poured from the sky. Horrified, he watched as the storm surge tore through the town towards him. There was no escape; he would never be able to outrun it. He lowered his sword.

He felt a gentle nudge against his leg and looked down. The Sea Wolf’s pup sat beside him. Touch me and you shall live.

Shadowhelm ran gauntleted hands through fur fine as any hair he had ever seen. He felt the prickle of Fae magic run through him. As the water crashed into the building, he found himself in a quiet eddy, where all around them roared the maelstrom. He watched as the sea tore the building away from them and the water poured around him. And yet, he stood in a pocket of air.

It’s all right. I won’t let it harm you. The Sea Wolf’s pup sounded amused, and Shadowhelm realized he had been holding his breath. The pup nudged him again. Shadowhelm looked down. It looked up at him, cocked its head and opened its mouth in a very wolf-like gesture, panting with its tongue lolling out.

Shadowhelm laughed. 

The Sea Wolf’s pup raised its head and howled. A deeper howl thundered across the sky. Lightning flashed and rain began to fall, thick, large drops that hit the ground and all those outside with loud splats. It stung Shadowhelm’s eyes and he tasted briny water on his lips: seawater. Another peal of thunder and the sky let loose its fury, sending a torrent.

Shadowhelm reached down and scratched the pup under the chin. The seaweed was so fine and warm that he could almost think of it as fur. The whelp looked at him with uncanny eyes and he heard its distinctive voice in his head.

Come with me. You are free. The pup walked forward. The water parted. It took him along the road where Shadowhelm guessed he had tried to leave town, but he couldn’t be certain. He glanced back at the water filling behind them, but could not tell where they were. At one point, the path climbed up a hill. Here the wind was a little more than a breeze, and the few drops of rain that fell were freshwater, not salt.

When they broke out of the water, Shadowhelm found himself looking down at a new bay where Havenwood had been. A lump filled his throat. He stared at the submerged town with conflicted feelings. Ardith had been there, and while he didn’t like her, he didn’t think she or any of the villagers deserved this fate. No one did, except Moryn.

He was about to turn away when he saw the Sea Wolf standing beside him and the pup.

You don’t approve. The Sea Wolf’s voice was mild.

Shadowhelm looked at the Sea Fae. He knew better than to incite a Fae. “It is not my place to approve or disapprove.”

But you don’t approve.

“No.” Shadowhelm looked at the bay which was once the town of Havenwood. “But I understand your vengeance.”

The Sea Wolf nodded—a very mortal gesture. But you have a question?

Shadowhelm hesitated. “Yes. How did the pup get free?”

You set me free, the pup said. Moryn kept me chained in fresh water. Without salt water, I could not escape.

“I was soaked in seawater.” Shadowhelm marveled. “You can’t survive without saltwater.”

Not for long. The Sea Wolf considered him. The adults of my kind can, but the pups grow weak and eventually die.
You have done a great deed. How do you wish to be rewarded?

Shadowhelm shrugged. “Your generosity is great, but I need no other reward except to travel safely to Whalestan.”

That, at least, I can do. The Sea Wolf cocked its head to its pup as though listening to its thoughts. Fare well, Shara’kai. You shall journey safely. With that, the two Fae disappeared.

Shadowhelm smiled sadly and turned away from Havenwood. To his surprise, he saw the gelding, saddled and bridled, cropping grass in the rain. “Well, I guess it’s you and me.”

The horse looked up and snorted. Tossing its head, it trotted away. 

Shadowhelm sighed. “Nothing can be easy, can it?” He wiped the water from his eyes and walked after the gelding.
  


Chapter Three
 

It took Shadowhelm an hour to catch the horse. When he finally did, it felt as though the gelding had grown bored with its tricks and was ready to settle down. Shadowhelm caught the bridle easily and mounted the horse. It snorted once and began walking south towards Caer Kinamac.

“We’ll go through Allarun’s lands,” Shadowhelm growled, tugging the horse’s reins. 

The gelding whinnied, shook its mane in annoyance, and showered Shadowhelm with sea water. It tugged at the bit. Shadowhelm reined the horse hard and found himself going in circles. The horse bucked and Shadowhelm hung on.

“Listen you flea-infested nag, I don’t want to go through Allarun’s lands—it’s too damn dangerous.” 

The horse turned its head and snorted at him. It then launched into a series of hops and bucks that left Shadowhelm no choice but to hang on. The horse then leapt forward once the reins loosened and the horse took off at a full gallop.

“Damn Fae horse!” Shadowhelm snarled, gripping the saddle. The reins flapped just out of reach as the horse bolted down the path.

The path wound its way through the saw grass and the sand. It led southward into the marshy bogs where twisted ancient cedars and conifers grew. The Fae horse slowed down as the ground became softer and uneven and Shadowhelm was able to grasp the reins and pull the animal to a halt.

The horse nickered and stomped a foot. Shadowhelm looked around.

The horse brought him into marshes south of Havenwood. Here, the trees grew stunted and gnarled, and sand and peat bog covered the ground. If he wasn’t in Allarun’s realm of Thalarmor, he suspected he was very close. Too close. He took a steady breath. As a Northman, he had heard stories about the hordes of Eltar—creatures that were more demon than man that ate people’s souls—and other monsters that roamed the countryside. 

Looking at the land here, he could imagine many evil sprites and other creatures, but his sense for magic told him there was nothing unusual. Yes, the place looked foreboding, but he couldn’t imagine it being any more dangerous than any place else. At least, there was no stink of black magic.

Still, a lone Shara’kai in Thalarmor was bound to garner unwanted attention. Especially one looking to hire on as a mercenary at Caer Kinamac.

oOo
 

“Sure, they’re looking for anyone good with a sword,” Aelfried said. “I hear they’ll pay five gold coins a day.”

Shadowhelm took a gulp of the ale and wiped the foam from his mouth. “Five gold coins?” He spoke in a whisper, even though there was no need. The drone of laughter and conversation filled Thorolf's mead-hall as men and women, mostly warriors, sat on the benches and around tables drinking ale. The flames within the center fire pit filled the hall with ruddy light and dancing shadows; smoke curled up through the rafters and out of a hole in the roof. 

He met Aelfried's gaze. Aelfried was the half-brother to Shadowhelm's foster father, Einar. He was a tall, heavyset man with a reddish-brown graying beard and hair and blue eyes. A Shara'kai like Shadowhelm and Einar, but he favored his Ansgar blood. While Shadowhelm could pass for Eleion, Aelfried could easily pass for Ansgar. Not that it mattered. Aelfried was several hundred years old.

“Aye, that much.” Aelfried said, nodding sagely. “How much does Einar give you for tending his sheep?”

Shadowhelm frowned and shook his head. At that moment, the door to the mead hall flew open and several warriors, not much older than Shadowhelm, strode in laughing and talking.

The ale turned sour in Shadowhelm's mouth, and Aelfried looked askance. “They giving you trouble?”

“No,” Shadowhelm lied.

They reminded Shadowhelm of a pack of wolves. The ringleader, Thorsen, swaggered forward, his brown eyes glinting menacingly. By his stance, Shadowhelm could tell he already had several ales. “Well, well, well, if it isn't our little sheepherder...” Thorsen slurred.

The gang snickered. Shadowhelm took another draught to hide his eyes as he counted Thorsen's allies—Gunnolf, Aren, Torunn and Hrani. Five-to-one odds. Not good.

Aelfried coughed. “Go home, children. I'm sure your mother is waiting for you.”

Shadowhelm continued to check off the dangers: Torunn wasn't much of a fighter; she simply tagged along as Thorsen's plaything. Aren would hang back and run away if Thorsen didn't have matters settled. Gunnolf was a good fighter, but he was weak on his left side. Hrani was an unknown...

Thorsen laughed. “So, Shadow-skulker, you're hiding behind your uncle, now?”

Shadowhelm's face flushed. “At least I don't need four others to back up my words—you won't sound so brave when you’re alone.”

“Sceaduhelm…” Aelfried hissed.

“Stay out of this, uncle. These are just yappy pups looking for a scrap.” He took another draught of ale and waited for Thorsen's swing.

Thorsen's meaty fist arced at Shadowhelm's head, but the Shara'kai had already moved. He ducked, flinging his mug at Hrani and slammed his own fist into Thorsen's gut. Thorsen collapsed in a heap and the mug smashed into Hrani's nose, causing blood to spew from it. Shadowhelm whirled around and slammed an elbow into the left side of Gunnolf's head as the big man came forward. Torunn shrieked and Aren fled. Gunnolf fell backward from the impact and slammed into the mead benches as he fell. Hrani held his nose but made no move to attack.

“You demon!” Torunn screamed. She turned her attention back to Thorsen. “No one can move that fast.”

Aelfried nudged Shadowhelm. “Nice work, but I think we should go.”

Shadowhelm looked down at Gunnolf and Thorsen. Five gold pieces a day seemed appealing…
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At first, Shadowhelm thought going to Whalestan might be a better choice, but the horse shook its head and champed against the bit when he tried to turn it westward. He needed food and fresh water, but the horse seemed determined to take him towards the southeastern coastal city. Riding for days in Thalarmor seemed foolhardy, but unless Shadowhelm was willing to book passage again on a ship—which would undoubtedly use up what little money he had left—he wasn’t left with much choice.

The sun sank low on the horizon across the barren landscape when the Fae horse turned suddenly and fought the bit, stepping closer to a small ravine that cut through the rolling hills of saw grass. Shadowhelm pulled back, but the horse bucked a few times and then trotted down the ravine. Shadowhelm let the horse trot and to his surprise saw a small stream burble up from the ground. The horse lowered its head and drank. Then, it looked back at Shadowhelm as if to say, “Well, you’re thirsty, aren’t you?”

Shadowhelm dismounted, knelt down, and cupped some water in his hands. His instincts told him there wasn’t anything magical about the water, and the smell was sweet; not brackish. He took a small sip and the cool water flowed over his tongue. It tasted fresh; not bitter. He drank, then scooped up another handful, and another, letting the cool water ease his parched throat. He then pulled the waterskins off the saddle and filled them.

“You were right,” Shadowhelm admitted to the horse. The gelding looked back at him and snorted, before lowering its head and drinking again. Shadowhelm washed his face and hands in the cold spring. He wondered how he would find food.

Hunting seemed out of the question. He had no bow. The only weapons he had on him were his sword and dagger—neither suited to taking down prey. He was pondering making traps when the Fae horse snorted and walked away. 

“Hey! Where are you going?” Shadowhelm ran to catch up. He grasped the reins and jerked the horse around. “Listen, I can't go much farther without food. I know you can crop grass all you'd like, but there's nothing here for me.”

The horse gave him a slow blink.

Shadowhelm scowled. “I need food. I’m going to have to trap something or look for edible plants.”

The horse snorted and walked down the path. Shadowhelm stood there a moment in disbelief and then followed the horse, muttering to himself how idiotic it looked. The gelding waited for Shadowhelm to catch up and patiently waited for him to mount. Shadowhelm climbed up. The gelding trotted a while and then stopped. 

They were standing on the lee side of a hill, halfway up the grassy slopes. Shadowhelm hesitated and was going to say something when he heard noise on the other side. The gelding turned its head and gave him a hard look, as if to say be quiet. Shadowhelm nodded and slowly dismounted. He drew his sword and crept slowly to the hill’s crest.

He slipped through the saw grass, trying hard to be quiet as he moved his way up. It didn’t help that the grass was dry and rustled with every movement. Still, he climbed, and when he nearly crested the rise, he dropped prone and scrambled the rest of the way.

Peering between the grasses, his mouth grew dry and his pulse quickened. A small camp lay on the other side of the hill. 

The encampment sat in a small gully where a small spring flowed. A few stubborn, stunted trees grew next to the stream. A tent sat with a small fire burning what looked like dung and grass. It made some smoke, but the wind carried it away rapidly, hence he didn’t see it. Two hobbled horses grazed near the tent. But what made Shadowhelm’s heart race with fear were the two men beside the tent. Both men wore heavy plate armor with a surcoat emblazoned with a black sword.. 

Allarun’s insignia.

Shadowhelm looked back at the Fae horse quietly munching on grass nearby. Why would the horse bring him here?

You need food, said the voice. You can take it from those men.

But they’re Allarun’s soldiers, he objected. They’ll kill me the moment they see me.

Then, don’t let them see you.

“Great, I’m arguing with myself,” Shadowhelm muttered under his breath. He wasn’t a thief, but Emperor Allarun was an enemy of the Northmen, and thereby himself. Was it wrong to steal these men’s food?

You’re going to Kinamac to fight Allarun’s troops. You’d better get used to death if you’re going to be a mercenary.

Shadowhelm took a deep breath. Killing Moryn was one thing; killing these men was different. They weren’t trying to kill him.

Not yet. They will if they find you. Allarun’s Eltar are trained to capture or kill all Lochvaur on sight. Even a Shara’kai. If you’re lucky, they’ll kill you here.

Shadowhelm felt nauseous. He had heard stories of what Allarun did to captives. At the same time, a pang in his stomach reminded him how hungry he was. Even if he threw up, all it would be was bile. He looked around for some way to seek cover, but nothing presented itself. Even in the gloaming, pureblood vision was better than his. They would see him coming and kill him.

Wait until night.

“Night,” he muttered. He tried to recall the moons in the previous nights, but couldn’t because of his time in Havenwood. So instead, he looked at the sky and didn’t see the moons. He guessed they would rise later.

He glanced at the place where the Fae horse grazed and saw it had disappeared. He shook his head and laid back down. It was going to be a long night.
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Shadowhelm awoke with a start. He had fallen asleep sometime around dusk and now stars filled the moonless sky. As dark as it was, he could barely see the fields nearby, but he saw nothing of the gelding. It was just as well, he decided. Fae were troublesome at best. 

He slowly raised himself to peer over the grasses. Below, two Eltar soldiers sat around the fire talking and drinking something—ale? The firelight cast little light; Shadowhelm was certain he could approach without being noticed until he was closer. He slowly got his feet under him and crept down the rise toward the encampment.

Even as he started downhill, he realized this wasn’t his best plan. He couldn’t see where to put his feet safely and he sounded like a company of drunken soldiers to his ears the way he crashed through the grasses, despite being careful. He managed to get halfway down the hill when his foot hit a burrow and he twisted his ankle, causing him to fall with a loud thump and a curse.

“What was that?” 

Shadowhelm froze, despite his ankle’s throbbing. The two Eltar turned their heads toward him and he held his breath as his eyes watered from the pain. Had he broken his ankle? He couldn’t be sure. He could feel it swelling beneath his fingers.

“I don’t know,” said the other soldier. “It sounded like it came from there.” He pointed toward Shadowhelm.

Shadowhelm held his breath. The Eltar hadn’t quite seen him, for which, Shadowhelm was thankful. But it wouldn’t be long before they found him. He wondered where the Fae horse was.

Now would be a good time for it to show up, the voice said caustically. The damn horse appears about every other time when you don’t need him.

Shadowhelm agreed silently, but he couldn’t rely on the Fae galloping to his rescue. He slowly slid his feet beneath him, keeping himself in a tight crouch. The ankle hurt, but he found he could bear weight on it. He thanked the gods he was a quick healer.

The men walked toward him. Shadowhelm slid his hand to his pommel. He wondered if he could draw it in time before the soldier got to him.

“Oh ho! What have we here?”

Shadowhelm’s eyes met the Eltar’s and knew he had been seen. He stood up and drew his blade.

At once, the Eltar both stiffened and raised their maces. Their faces and eyes held a hard edge. “Lochvaur…” one snarled.

How can they tell? Shadowhelm wondered, but knew the answer. Pureblood vision—something he had not been blessed with. Sweat rolled down his brow and his heart pounded in his ears. “I-I made a w-wrong turn…”

“Drop the sword, and it’ll go easy on you, boy.” The bigger of the two Eltar stepped forward. 

Like hell they will, the voice responded. Shadowhelm was inclined to agree. He raised his sword above his head with the blade pointed at the man in a defensive stance. The soldiers hesitated, recognizing the ready position. Shadowhelm shifted to hold the sword with the blade pointed skyward next to the right side of his face. 

One Eltar leapt at him as he shifted and Shadowhelm brought the sword down. The other Eltar charged in. Shadowhelm whirled and cut, his sword glancing on the armor. He danced out of their way in time to miss their blades hissing through the air. He stumbled backwards and landed hard on his rear, his left hand scrambling for stones and dirt. He threw the handful at his attackers and rolled.

The handful of sand and rocks flew at the men and exploded as though filled with fire, blinding the men and causing them to back up cursing. Shadowhelm leapt to his feet and charged, swinging the blade, this time aiming for the man’s armpit. The finely-tempered steel blade slammed into the gap between the plates and buried deep into the man’s chest. The man screamed and fell, ripping the sword from Shadowhelm’s hands. 

The other Eltar swung his mace and the blow smashed into Shadowhelm’s side. The gambeson beneath the mail took the brunt, but Shadowhelm felt more than heard the sickening crack of ribs, and he dropped, gasping in pain. The Eltar was on top of him, slamming the mace into his shoulders. Shadowhelm scrambled away, half crawling, half rolling. His lungs burned and he tasted blood. He gasped for air. 

Something hard pressed into his back and his hand fell on the hardened shaft of the mace. He brought his legs up and slammed them into the soldier and heard a pained grunt. He impacted the man’s groin, and it gave him enough time to swing the mace. It hit the Eltar across the face, crumpling the noseguard and smashing the man’s cheekbones, jaw, and eyes into a bloody pulp. A terrifying gurgle came from what was left of the man’s mouth and Shadowhelm took another swing. The Eltar collapsed in a flailing heap, before stilling.

Shadowhelm dropped the mace, bent over, and coughed up blood. His lungs burned and he couldn’t breathe. The bones slid and clicked as he wrapped his arms around his middle. He felt warm and muzzy; a tingle like that of a static charge, ran through his side and he took a tentative breath, and then another.

The pain lessened and slowly melted away. He wiped his mouth of the blood, feeling dizzy and exhausted. He was hungry, too. Ravenously hungry. He looked down at the two men he had killed and shuddered.

Maybe I’m not cut out for this, he thought, looking at the dead men. He slowly pulled the sword from the first soldier and wiped the blade on the dead man’s cloak. The sour stench of death clung to the air: bile, blood, feces, urine and something else. Despite his hunger, he wanted to throw up.

They would have killed you had you not killed them. The voice was soft, almost gentle in his mind. 

But if I had not come here…

Shadowhelm felt a warm wash of sympathy, which seemed to dull the anguish he felt. He took a deep breath without pain and puzzled over what he had done. He had caused sand and rocks to explode with fire. How had he done that?

The voice made no reply.

He walked down to the camp where the fire still crackled and saw the men had something cooking in the pot—soup? He picked up one of the bowls near the fire and ladled some into it. Bringing the bowl to his mouth, he tasted it and found it good. Rabbit, mixed with various herbs and a few root vegetables. He had found water in their waterskins and rinsed the blood out of his mouth. He checked the packs and found stale bread and dipped it in the soup. 

Eating ravenously, he finished the whole pot of soup and loaf of bread before his hunger was assuaged. He found a skin of ale and drank several cups, despite the voice telling him not to. Drunk and exhausted, he fell asleep by the fire.

oOo
 

The morning dawned bright and painful. Shadowhelm sat up with a headache worse than anything he had experienced in his life. He stared at the dead fire, trying to fathom why he had drunk the ale. The voice, as usual, was right. 

Looking around, he realized he had been lucky. Other troops could have come here in the night and would’ve found him asleep with two dead soldiers on the hillside. As it was, he suspected these two were scouts, riding the perimeter, looking for wayward travelers such as himself. The thought didn’t cheer him.

What it meant was Allarun had troops guarding the borders and Shadowhelm might run into more Eltar. They would give him no quarter.

He rummaged through the men’s packs and found clothing other than uniforms that appeared to fit him. The sharp tang of soap to his nostrils suggested the previous owner hadn’t worn them since washing them. Between the two men’s packs, he found changes in shirts and trews and one thick cloak. He took the cups, waterskins, knives, and food rations as well as the cooking pot and flint. Lastly, he tied the horses together and mounted one.

The Fae horse had not appeared. Perhaps I’m finally rid of the nag, he thought. With two horses here, he might be able to ride in peace all the way to Caer Kinamac. He turned the horse southward toward Thalarmor’s border.

He hesitated as he passed the bodies. The men’s armor was good, but he decided against taking them. Taking the horses was bad enough and he had to remove the trappings on the horses to strip Allarun’s insignia off them. The armor would mark where he had gotten them from and he had no desire to have it traced back to here. He didn’t need a price on his head.

As he rode out, he replayed the fight from the night before in his mind. Somehow he had caused the stone and sand to explode from his hands. He had seen Shara’kai, even low percentage ones such as his foster father perform simple magic such as ward runes and milkstones. Could he, Shadowhelm, with a high percentage of Eleion blood perform magic too?

The thought intrigued him. He healed quickly, but healing broken ribs was something beyond anything he had heard of. What else could he do?

He thought about the soldiers’ conversation and realized it had not been in the Northern Ansgar tongue, but Eltar. How had he understood them? The thought vexed him. He had learned a smattering of Eleion from the Shara’kai in the village, but Eltar was a different dialect and not simple to understand. 

A whinny broke him from his reverie and the Fae horse appeared over the hill. Shadowhelm cursed under his breath. He had thought he was rid of the creature. The water horse snorted and ran toward him at full gallop, spun around and threw a kick at his horses. The black gelding Shadowhelm rode squealed and tried to bolt. Shadowhelm reined it tight away from the Fae steed’s hooves. The mare tied to the saddle planted herself and threw her head back in dismay, trying to get away. She dragged the black gelding backward.

“Cut it out!” Shadowhelm shouted. “You weren’t anywhere and I need to get these horses to market.”

The Fae horse halted and switched its nose. It nickered softly and the two horses calmed down and stopped. It then cocked its head at Shadowhelm appraisingly. 

“If you want me to ride you, I’ll ride you, but the horses are coming with us until I can sell them,” Shadowhelm said crossly. “You weren’t around for the mess you got me in.”

The Fae horse trotted up and nuzzled him gently. 

Shadowhelm stroked the velvet-like skin. “I’m fine, but I could’ve used your help.”

The gelding nickered again. The two other horses started walking and the Fae horse walked beside him. Shadowhelm hoped the rest of the journey would be less eventful.

oOo
 

It took Shadowhelm nearly a fortnight to cross the edge of Thalarmor toward Caer Kinamac. Twice he had to evade Eltar soldiers, but neither time did the men see Shadowhelm and he was able to slip away without incident. An ancient stone cairn marked the edge of the emperor’s land and Shadowhelm stopped and rested the horses there while he stared at the ancient stones. 

Rune carved and weather worn, the stones tickled something in the back of his mind that he couldn’t quite place. The area felt magical and he itched with the feel of it. Tracing the runes with a fingertip, he could feel the crackle of power within the writing. The Fae horse cocked its head as it watched him. 

Shadowhelm glanced at the gelding. “I keep thinking I should know what this means.”

The water horse walked up and gazed at it for a while and then gave Shadowhelm a slow blink. 

“No, I don’t know what it says. I mean, I recognize the letters, but I don’t know the language—it must be Eleion.” He turned back to the writing. “I don’t know if it’s a sequence of letters arranged in power foci or if it’s actually a language…” He paused. “…But I feel like I should know it.” He should his head. “Strange, huh?”

The horse shook its mane. Shadowhelm chuckled and patted it gently. “You know, I think I’m crazy talking to a horse about this—even a Fae horse.” 

He sighed. “I don’t even know what I’m doing here anymore. Maybe Kolfinna was right. Maybe I should’ve stuck it out at home.”

And become what? The voice, which had been quiescent since the fight with the Eltar, now spoke. You had no friends there save your foster family. You’re not made for farm work. You’re a warrior.

I killed two men…

Who would’ve killed you. You’ve killed before. 

But not like this. Shadowhelm knew the argument was ludicrous. Dead was dead. It didn’t matter what the reason was. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath to clear his thoughts. 

The voice was, as usual, right. No matter how much he tried to make himself like the others, he simply wasn’t. His mother had been a Lochvaur
Shara’kai as he was; his father unknown. He often looked at the older Shara’kai men to see if maybe they’d harbor a glint of recognition and claim him as their own. Northmen bastards were common enough and families claimed them, regardless of legitimacy. His foster parents, Einar and Kolfinna, weren’t related to him; Shadowhelm asked Einar once if he had been his father. Einar shook his head and claimed he would’ve been proud to claim Shadowhelm as his son, but the Shara’kai was not his own.

Most likely his father had been a knight killed in battle before he was born, he reckoned. His mother was a great warrior who fought against Allarun’s attacks on the Northmen before he was born. He imagined his father might have been Eleion or at least another high percentage Shara’kai. Pureblood Eleion were rare, with the exception of Eltar.

That rarity made Shadowhelm an outsider in his village, even though Einar held the title of thegn. Einar’s mixed blood didn’t show outwardly, but Shadowhelm suspected his foster father to be much older than he looked.

A soft nicker brought him out of his gloomy thoughts and Shadowhelm found the Fae horse beside him. “It’s not easy being alone,” he said to the horse. 

The gelding nudged him gently and Shadowhelm stroked the creature’s poll. It seemed strange to take comfort from the horse hundreds of miles away from home, and yet, it felt good to have a friend, albeit an odd one.

“Let’s go.” Shadowhelm mounted the Eltar’s gelding and pressed his heel to the horse’s side and rode with the Fae horse walking beside him.

oOo
 

It took another fortnight for Shadowhelm to make his way to Caer Kinamac. He arrived within sight of the port city at dusk when the last of the sun’s rays stained the walls an orange-red. Beyond, he could see the sea—a dark, gray-green shadow below the city fortress. 

Although the lands here were not technically Allarun’s, Shadowhelm knew the emperor treated them as such. He saw more Eltar here and avoided the well-traveled road that led toward the port city. He kept his hood up to keep being recognized as a Lochvaur
Shara’kai, even though it limited his vision. 

Rolling hills of prairie now turned into farmland where Eltar, Shara’kai, and Ansgar peasants tilled the soil. Shadowhelm had bartered the two horses for clothing and enough rations for several weeks. He would’ve received more taking the horses into Caer Kinamac, but he didn’t need someone to realize where he had obtained the horses. The man who traded for them asked no questions and Shadowhelm suspected stolen horses were his primary business.

Although the twilight deepened, Shadowhelm wanted to enter the gates before morning. The Fae horse allowed him to mount with full packs without balking or misbehaving. Perhaps it sensed the dire consequences that would ensue should it draw attention to both of them. As he rode forward, he had a chance to survey the city he would protect.

Caer Kinamac stood on the coast of the great eastern sea on a natural harbor. Built on a natural rocky hill, the denizens had reinforced and built up the city’s walls to resemble cliffs around the base, with a canal dug around it to serve as a moat. Shadowhelm guessed the main city’s foundations sat on several older cities by the multicolored bands of rock and cement below the curtain walls. The city had grown beyond its walls, with the harbor below to the east, and the smaller villages nestled nearby. Lofty towers made from limestone loomed above the walls. To the north, dark forests covered rolling hills. 

Shadowhelm reined the gelding and stared. The lights from the city flickered in the gloaming, giving him a better impression of how big the city actually was. He had never seen a town larger than the Northmen villages. He knew logically that cities existed, but seeing one firsthand intimidated him. The Fae horse pawed the ground and nipped at his knee. Shadowhelm patted its neck. “So, that’s Caer Kinamac. Let’s hope they have a job for me.”

The gelding snorted and turned its head. Shadowhelm followed the horse’s gaze and took a deep breath. Other lights in the northwest along the edge of the forest heralded something more sinister: army campfires. 

Allarun’s army.

Shadowhelm swallowed hard as he studied the lights. He couldn’t tell how far away they were with everything thrown into shadows. Nor could he tell the size of the army, except it appeared large. Perhaps it is a trick of the light, he thought. 

Maybe five thousand, the voice spoke. Small by Allarun’s standards, but Caer Kinamac isn’t that big.

Shadowhelm blinked; his inner dialogue both made him confused and conflicted. A part of him sounded more confident than he felt and he wondered why. Caer Kinamac seemed large to him, and yet part of him said it was small. One part of him couldn’t guess the size of the army; another could.

As if sensing his uneasiness, the Fae horse playfully nipped his leg, breaking him from his reverie. Shadowhelm rubbed the horse’s shoulder thoughtfully. This wasn’t the first time he had conflicting thoughts. It was almost as if he were two persons.

“Well, I guess that’s what I’ve come to fight,” he said more to himself than the horse. “It’s not as if I’ll be fighting them alone.” He tapped the horse with his foot and turned the animal toward Caer Kinamac. “Let’s see what kind of army they have.”
  


Chapter Four
 

It was past midnight when he rode into Caer Kinamac’s army encampment. Part of the lights he’d seen was the tent village that sprang up just outside the palisade that protected the exterior town from marauders. The army’s base consisted of larger wall tents surrounded by smaller camps where soldiers had broken off into their own groups, most consisting of a fire ring and bedrolls. A heavily trampled main road led through the encampment. 

The camp stank of sweat, excrement, smoke, and cooking. Passing by the smaller sites, he saw both men and women huddled next to fires, many sharing drink or food. A few looked up to see the lone rider passing through, but most were asleep or engrossed in talking, mending armor, or playing dice. To his surprise, Shadowhelm rode toward the tents without anyone demanding his business. 

“You’d think somebody would stop me,” Shadowhelm whispered to the gelding. 

The Fae horse glanced back and then shook its mane. They stopped at the nearest tent and dismounted. The cooking odors reminded Shadowhelm that he hadn’t eaten since early evening and he rummaged through the packs.

A soldier approached him and spoke something in a language he didn’t understand. He looked angry.

“Easy,” Shadowhelm said, raising his hands. “I’m here to join the army.”

The man, a big Ansgar with dark brown hair and a braided beard, frowned. “Where—you—from?” He spoke haltingly.

“North near the Tundra Steppes.”

“You—know—Kernsig?”

Shadowhelm frowned. “Is that a person or language?”

“Language.”

Shadowhelm shook his head.

“I get one that speak more good.” The man strode off.

Shadowhelm looked at his horse and shrugged. He pulled some bread from the panniers and tore off a bite in his teeth. The hard bread needed a lot of chewing and saliva, but it was better than no food. The gelding sniffed at the bread and tried to nibble it.

The soldier approached with another man. A Shara’kai of mostly Ansgar descent, silver shocks ran through brown hair. A powerfully built man three inches above Shadowhelm’s height, he wore a uniform with markings that denoted some station. 

“Who are you?” the man said in accented Northern Ansgar. “I’m Sergeant Senon.”

“My name is Shadowhelm. I’m looking for work.”

“You’re a mercenary? I didn’t think Eleion did that.”

“I’m not Eleion,” Shadowhelm replied. “I’m Shara’kai.”

The man quirked an eyebrow. “Don’t think Allarun would care one way or another. You look pureblood.”

“Yes, yes, does that give me a job?” Shadowhelm said crossly. He was growing tired of everyone pointing out his obvious difference and it was making him tetchy. The Fae horse nudged him.

The man snorted. “Can you use that sword?”

“Northmen trained. Would you like me to demonstrate?”

“No need. Know any magic?”

Shadowhelm frowned. Did they expect him to perform battle magic?

Unlikely, the voice spoke. He’s seeing what you know.

“Not much.” Shadowhelm met the man’s gaze. “I haven’t had need for it.”

“Against Allarun’s troops, you can expect magic.” The man looked him over. “You’ll do with infantry. We pay a gold coin a week.”

“One gold—a week?” Shadowhelm stared. “I heard you were paying five gilt a day.”

“Nice rumor. Take it or leave it.” The man turned around to leave.

The Fae horse whinnied. 

“Wait…” Shadowhelm stammered. “I can’t fight for a gold a week. What about a gilt a day?”

“We don’t fight every day. A gilt a week.”

Shadowhelm stared as the sergeant walked away. A gilt a week? It hardly seemed worth the effort. “Five gilt a week.”

The sergeant laughed. “Go home, boy. Our best warriors get that much.”

“I can beat them.”

“Can you?” The sergeant put his hands on his hips. “That’s quite a boast.”

“It’s not boasting.”

The sergeant laughed. “Really?” He turned and shouted orders in another language to one of the men. The man scurried off and came back with another man. A much bigger man with dark skin and short-cropped black hair tightly curled against his skull. The white scars across his face and broken nose suggested the man was a veteran. 

Shadowhelm watched as the two men exchanged words in Kernsig. The feeling he’d soon find out if he was as good as his boast sat sourly in his stomach. He wished he had learned more languages. The Fae horse prickled its ears as if listening intently.

That was amazingly foolhardy. That man is from the southern Ansgar tribes. They’re fierce warriors.

The black man laughed and bared his teeth, white against that dark skin. “So, you think you can beat me?” He spoke in fluent Northman, without accent.

Shadowhelm blinked. “You speak my language?”

“Apparently I do. I’m Ashur. What’s your name, lad?”

“Sceaduhelm.”

“Ah, a Northman.” He flashed a smile at the sergeant. “This shouldn’t be too hard. Let’s see what you can do.”

Shadowhelm stepped away from the horse and drew his blade. He slipped easily into his guard, even though he was stiff from riding. The horse nickered low. The warrior drew his own blade and raised the sword in a guard as well. Shadowhelm waited.

The man who moves first may lose, the voice cautioned him. Be patient.

Patient?

Shadowhelm saw a twitch and recognized the feint. He shifted, letting his guard change. Ashur attacked.

Shadowhelm twisted out of the way and slapped the man with the flat of his blade. The man laughed and slapped him with his blade. “Very good! Very fast. Again.”

Three more times they sparred. Ashur managed to slip in twice and Shadowhelm once more took Ashur by surprise. Ashur raised his hand. “Enough.” 

The sergeant nodded. “What do you think, Ashur?”

“The boy has talent. Pay him.”

“All right, you get paid five gilt a week, but no more.” He pointed to the Fae horse. “That goes in the corral.” He waved toward the opposite end of the camp. 

The Fae horse started forward but Shadowhelm caught the reins and pulled its head next to his. “Don’t get me in trouble,” he hissed in the horse’s ear. The gelding’s ears flattened and Shadowhelm stroked the velvety nose. “Will do,” he said aloud and pulled the water horse’s lead rope as he led the gelding in the direction of the corral. “There are other horses here. I’m sure you’ll be all right.”

The gelding snorted and shook its mane. 

Shadowhelm chuckled and patted it. As he walked toward the corral, he saw three shadows loom ahead. At once, he felt uneasy and the Fae horse whinnied and pulled on the rope. “You’re all right,” Shadowhelm said absently, keeping his eyes on the three figures as they approached.

“What ‘ave we here, mates?” One man, at least a head taller than Shadowhelm, loomed next to the corral fence. He spoke in a thick dialect that was close enough to Shadowhelm’s native tongue.

“Looks like we have fresh meat,” another man said. They burst into laughter. 

Shadowhelm frowned. He had heard this kind of talk many times in his own village, being shorter and lighter boned than many of his age. He had fought three at a time before, but he had known their capabilities. Here, he didn’t know their training, or if they had weapons. 

They most likely have weapons, the voice confirmed. We’re in an army, remember?

He slowed his walk and scanned the area, looking for another way to the corral. Camps lined the road on either side. If necessary, he could dive into one of those and take his chances with the occupants.

One of the men stepped forward. Bearded with long, light-colored hair, he wore bits of plate armor and carried a club. He spoke directly to Shadowhelm in a language the Shara’kai didn’t understand.

Shadowhelm halted, feeling the sweat trickle down his face. What is he saying?


The man repeated the words.

“Is he deaf?” The man by the fence snickered.

The bearded man turned to his companions. “I don’t know. He acts like he hasn’t heard me.”

“He’s got a nice horse and armor,” the other man said. “Maybe we should just take them.”

“And maybe you won’t,” Shadowhelm replied, startling all three. 

“So, you do have a tongue.” The bearded man eyed him appraisingly. “Northman, eh?”

“Yes, and you as well, by the sound of it.” Shadowhelm glared at the men and let his hand rest on his sword pommel. “Let me tell you what,” he said, winking at the Fae horse. “If you can catch and ride my horse, you can have him.”

The Fae horse neighed with glee and pawed the ground. Shadowhelm barely had time to pull his packs before the water horse charged the men. It slammed into the bearded man, bowling him over, and then turned on the other two men. One man barely escaped over the fence, but the other wasn’t as lucky. The gelding slammed into the man with hooves and teeth flashing. The man screamed and rolled under the fence. The group’s leader met Shadowhelm’s gaze for a moment before slinking off in the gloom.

The water horse trotted up, obviously pleased and pressed its head in Shadowhelm’s hands. “Do I need to lead you to the corral and remove the tack?” Shadowhelm asked. The horse shook its head and the tack disappeared from it. “Nice trick. Will you be all right?”

The horse nodded. 

Shadowhelm rubbed its poll. “Try to not get into too much trouble, eh?”

The horse snorted and trotted off, leaving Shadowhelm to turn around and find a place to sleep.

oOo
 

Sleep proved elusive for Shadowhelm. Unable to speak the southern tongue, asking to stay with different mercenaries proved impossible. In the end, he found a small patch alone, away from most of the camps. The outlying sites were mostly thieves and camp followers, leaving Shadowhelm wary. He didn’t want to have his throat cut while sleeping, nor did he relish waking up and having his possessions gone. So, he slept in his armor, kept his purse beneath the mail and gambeson, and used his pack as a pillow. He kept his sword in its scabbard hugged to his chest as he slept on his side.

He had always been a light sleeper, so movement around his little patch woke him. Useful, and yet not so much when others in the vicinity walked by, or, more often, when a whore plied her trade. The first few times, it proved amusing, but as the hours passed, it became annoying. The last few hours, the skies opened up and poured, leaving him to huddle under the blankets drenched despite the thick oil coating. He slept fitfully, glad the rain discouraged, or at least drowned out the sounds, of the prostitutes nearby. 

Shadowhelm awoke bleary eyed to the sound of horns and shouting in various languages throughout the camp. He lay in the dim light, shivering in his wet bedroll. Thick sheets of rain still fell from dark skies. He sat up, unsure what was going on. Whatever it was, it caused the camps to stir. The chatter of voices flowed through the encampment and Shadowhelm caught the words “Allarun” throughout the mercenaries.

You saw Allarun’s army. The voice sounded matter of fact. You didn’t think they were simply wandering around, do you?

Shadowhelm hadn’t given the army much thought after seeing them. He had assumed they were farther away than they were, and hence not a threat for a few days. Low on sleep and cold, his gambeson felt heavy and squishy from the rainwater. He grabbed a piece of bread, some venison jerky, and dried apples from his pack and went to the main camp.

When he got there, he saw men and women running about, many hastily donning clothing and armor as a sergeant on a horse shouted orders in several different languages. “Hurry! To the front lines!” He barked in Northmen. 

“Where?” Shadowhelm blinked and looked around. He hadn’t seen where the battle lines would be.

The sergeant had already ridden by. Shadowhelm followed a group of men as they made their way through the camp and along the main road to the northwest. Unsure where to go, he joined the line of soldiers on the hill overlooking the plains he had rode in on the day before.

To his surprise, the soldiers had cut stakes to keep a cavalry charge at bay, but Shadowhelm knew they’d have to step past the stakes if they were going to fight. Below him, he could see the enemy’s army, distant and looking more like swarms of black ants than actual people. They were pureblood Eleion of the Eltar clans; Allarun seldom used half-blooded Shara’kai like himself or Ansgar. Most of the men beside him were Ansgar: their bearded faces and darker hair marked them from that race as well as their stronger bodies and greater stamina. 

The rain fell cold and hard, splattering against Shadowhelm’s face. He hadn’t expected to be sweating so hard on such a cold and bleak morning, but his red-gold hair was plastered to his skull. He had a feeling it would be, even if it weren’t raining.

He stood in a line of soldiers on a hill. The man to the right of him wore armor that was nothing more than a quilted jack; the man to the left had a mix of plate armor and mail, scavenged from the last battlefield, or so Shadowhelm guessed. Shadowhelm’s own mail was in better repair—a gift from his foster father before he had left. But now, it seemed woefully inadequate.

No helm, he thought bleakly. He doubted he’d live through this battle without one.

He took a breath in and the salt from his sweat stung his cracked lips as the rain ran down in rivulets.

“Mercenaries, stand ready!” The sergeant shouted orders. He was a big man with scars across his face, an open-faced helmet and brigandine armor. Shadowhelm had seen him the night before when he had signed up. The man had oddly bright blue eyes…

Shadowhelm’s hands hurt and he glanced down to see the leather gauntlets tight across his knuckles as he gripped the bastard sword. He loosened his fingers one by one and forced himself to breathe. Funny, he hadn’t noticed he had held his breath. 

Doubt niggled in Shadowhelm’s mind. What made him think he could fight alongside these men? They didn’t care if he took a spear to the belly or lay writhing in agony from a sword cut… 

“I can’t keep you here,” Einar, his foster-father had said. “If you want to go out and get yourself killed, that’s your business, but at least learn to fight properly…”

Battle is different than a bar brawl.
How do you think you’re going to fight in a line with Eltar cavalry chasing you down? The voice within his mind spoke. Shadowhelm bit his lip in response. Shadowhelm began to wonder if staying home bored might have been a better option.

“No boredom now,” he muttered and stared at the cavalry. The Kinamac bowmen took up their positions behind the mercenaries. Shadowhelm had seen several carrying recurve bows with ranges he guessed went out to two hundred feet. Maybe they’d miss the mercenaries. In battle, it would be difficult for him to believe the mercenaries would be safe from the archers’ fire. 

Shadowhelm felt a steady hand on his shoulder, and to his surprise, saw the tall black-skin Ansgar man standing beside him that had tested his skill the night before. Like Shadowhelm, Ashur wore better mail than the men Shadowhelm had seen around him. The man smiled, showing bright white teeth against his dark lips. “You alone?” he asked in Northman.

Shadowhelm nodded, amazed the man managed to surprise him. Ashur nodded towards a group of men nearby. “Stick with us; you might live longer if you do.”

Ashur slipped back to the group, and Shadowhelm hesitated. A few of the veterans were Northmen, Shadowhelm decided, looking at their armor and their lighter hair. At least one looked Shara’kai, but several of the men were dark-skinned and two of the warriors were women. Shadowhelm slipped back to join the group, unsure if Ashur actually thought he was good enough to fight with them. Most mercenaries tended to stay in their own group and didn’t let strangers in easily.

“What’dya find for us, Ashur?” The smaller of the women leaned on her pike and stared at Shadowhelm with her mottled brown eyes. She spoke in Northmen, betraying her heritage. Her skin, however, was lighter than Ashur’s, but several shades darker than Shadowhelm’s. She had silver-streaked hair, tied back in a braid, betraying her mixed heritage. “He looks scrawny.”

“It’s the red hair.” A Northman Shara’kai spoke up. The man towered over Shadowhelm and wore bloodstained cuir boille armor and a typical Northmen helm. His short-cropped hair looked blonde or gold, but his gray eyes held a glint of Eleion silver. “Ashur heard those types can do magic.” He sneered at Shadowhelm. “You know magic, boy?”

Shadowhelm said nothing, his eyes intent on the Eltar army below. 

“How many do you think you’re going to kill, Saeth?” The Northman Shara’kai asked the small woman as he adjusted the vambraces on his arm.

The woman shrugged, her mix of plate and mail armor clinking. By the look of them, Shadowhelm guessed she had pulled it off a body. Perhaps several. “I don’t know, Kels. Five, maybe.”

“That low?” Kels looked sideways at her.

“I’ve got to get some new armor. Maybe the boy will drop and I’ll be able to get his.”

Shadowhelm felt his face flush in anger. He turned and glared at the woman. “My name is Sceaduhelm.”

Saeth laughed. “The boy has a temper.”

“He also has a sword,” Ashur said. “I tested him. He’s quick with it.”

“Then I shall have a nice sword when the battle is over.” The mercenaries laughed.

Shadowhelm was about to respond when he saw the sergeant walk by. The sergeant glanced at Shadowhelm and then looked up at Ashur. “Yours?”

“Yeah,” Ashur said. “I thought we could use a decent swordsman.” They both laughed as though sharing an inside joke and the sergeant walked past. Shadowhelm waited. The banter had relaxed him somewhat, but the Eltar troops continued their advance. 

“This is stupid.” Shadowhelm found himself speaking his thoughts. “We’re waiting for them to come here.”

“Now, the boy’s a general!” Saeth snickered.

Shadowhelm turned and glared at her. “Why should we stand and get cut down here? It’s stupid.”

“Not stupid.” Once again, Shadowhelm felt Ashur’s hand on his shoulder. “We’ve picked the terrain; Allarun’s men will overrun us if we went down there. Up here, they’ve got to travel through the gullies.”

“Death chutes.” Kels nodded. “Our people forced the invaders to do that several years ago.”

Shadowhelm glanced at each of the mercenaries’ faces. They nodded at the apparent wisdom. He looked back down at the approaching enemy. See where they’re talking? The voice within his head agreed. You didn’t notice how difficult it would be for the enemy to get up here. “So, we wait until they come to us?”

“We wait until they get within our archers’ distance.” Ashur glanced over at the line of archers. “The Kinamac bowmen will shoot when the enemy comes in range. If we’re lucky, we won’t have to take many out here.”

Shadowhelm swallowed hard, not entirely convinced. He didn’t feel as confident as the big Ansgar mercenary. Something niggled at the back of his mind: something dangerous that he didn’t quite recognize. He knew they were likely to keep the Eltar below them at bay, but the hill they were on wasn’t impervious. The walled city of Caer Kinamac rose up behind them like a shield, seemingly impenetrable from siege or attack. When he had ridden through the gates a week ago, Shadowhelm had been impressed by its extensive fortifications. Sheer walls met a steep drop on the sides facing the ocean along the north. Two warships patrolled the harbor along the east; this southern entrance was all that was left open. And yet, Shadowhelm was uneasy.

“Allarun has dragons.” Shadowhelm spoke as he looked upward into the sky. “Doesn’t he?”

Ashur glanced at him in surprise. “Dragons? Why do you say that?”

Shadowhelm stared into the sky. He couldn’t explain what he was feeling; only that within his mind’s eye, he could see a dragon-like creature swooping down on them. 

Ashur raised an eyebrow. “You have the Sight?”

Shadowhelm cocked his head. He was about to answer when he saw a dark dragon-like beast fly towards them. Shadowhelm stared in awe. It was black with the head and two stout legs of a dragon, but the body of a fireworm. A deadly mix of the two species that breathed fire. “A wyvern?”

Archers aimed their arrows at the beast but the arrows snapped on the wyvern’s scales as it came directly towards them. The wyvern belched fire as it swept downward. The mercenaries broke ranks and the horses screamed. To Shadowhelm’s surprise, the mercenaries he stood with were still with him, their weapons and shields out. Ashur grasped Shadowhelm by the shoulder and pulled him back behind his shield. “Get behind!” he shouted above the screams. “You won’t survive the blast!”

Shadowhelm hadn’t realized he was unprotected. He crouched next to the big man. Ashur’s huge kite shield barely covered the Ansgar; with Shadowhelm, they were both exposed. “Didn’t think to carry a shield.” Shadowhelm looked up. He doubted the shield would save them from fire if they took a head-on hit.

He half-expected the voice in his head to say something about the situation, but it was oddly silent. Wyverns were rare creatures since dragons didn’t intentionally mate with fireworms. He wondered if the Emperor had bred them specifically for fighting.

Another scream and Shadowhelm hunched down further. Ashur glanced at him and smirked. “Never dealt with Allarun’s monsters?”

Shadowhelm swallowed hard and shook his head. His mouth was so dry, he could barely speak. “You ever fight one of these?” His voice sounded hoarse.

“No, but I’ve seen dragons.” He glanced up. “They’re tough and there’s not much you can do until they’re on the ground. Stay put. Movement will bring them in.”

Shadowhelm nodded and looked up. The wyvern circled above, but didn’t seem to see the small group of mercenaries huddled beneath their shields. The sweat continued to trickle down his brow and he slowly wiped it away with his hand. He stank of fear.

The wyvern screamed; its voice loud and bird-like to Shadowhelm’s ears. Shadowhelm felt the scream in his body, almost as if the creature touched something deep within him. He swallowed hard, and the wyvern hesitated in the air. Another barrage of arrows flew from the archers, but the wyvern did not notice them. Instead, it craned its neck as if searching for something.

Rhyn’athel, god of warriors, hear me… A silent prayer leapt to Shadowhelm’s mind. He didn’t believe much in the gods, but shivering in the rain behind the Ansgar’s shield made him rethink his disbelief. 

“Forward!” Shadowhelm heard a cry from somewhere in front of him. 

“Soul-Eaters,” Ashur muttered. He turned to the other mercenaries. “Fall back!”

At that moment, the wyvern screamed and shot right towards them. Shadowhelm leapt up, holding the blade in a high guard position as the monster came at them. 

“Sceaduhelm! Come on!” Ashur shouted.

The wyvern spat flames at him. Shadowhelm dove aside, rolled and bounced back on his feet, sword raised high. The wyvern leapt on him, its great bat-like wings flapping wildly. The claws tore through his surcoat and down the mail coat, knocking him backwards. Shadowhelm slammed the sword into the creature’s leg and the blade bit deep. Black blood spurted everywhere and the wyvern screamed again pulling its leg back and tearing the sword out of the Shara’kai’s hand. Shadowhelm found himself flat on his back. 

Shadowhelm cursed as the wyvern pulled up and dove back in, this time with teeth bared. Shadowhelm felt its hot breath on his neck. He rolled sideways and punched the wyvern in the nose. It snapped again. He slammed his fist into the creature’s head and caught the eye. With a squeal of pain and rage, the wyvern slammed its head into his and shook it hard. Shadowhelm’s head banged against the ground, and for a moment he grayed out. Still, he kept punching. The wyvern moved off and he rolled sideways and found himself lying on top of something hard.

It was his sword. Shadowhelm rolled again as the wyvern came back for him. It snapped at him and Shadowhelm thrust the sword as hard as he could into the creature’s maw. The wyvern snapped its mouth shut, clamping its teeth around Shadowhelm’s arm. Shadowhelm roared in pain as the teeth bore down and the hot breath burned his skin. The mail held, but he heard a sickening snap and almost passed out. He grasped the wyvern’s snout with his left hand and dug his fingers into the creature’s good eye. 

The wyvern shook its head, but the intensity wasn’t as strong as before. Its jaw slackened and it wavered, dragging the young mercenary to the ground as it fell. Shadowhelm shuddered and retched as he pulled his mangled arm from the jaws. 

Shadowhelm nearly passed out from the pain, and was glad he was lying on the ground because he didn’t have far to go if he did faint. His arm flopped at an odd angle and he could see his fingers through the shreds of his gauntlet, charred black from the wyvern’s breath. It smelled of burnt flesh, causing his stomach to roil. He retched again and his vision swam.

Get up. The voice in his head spoke plainly. The wyvern isn’t your only danger.

Shadowhelm opened his eyes—he hadn’t noticed that he had closed them—and looked up. Around him, a battle raged. Black-haired, dark-eyed Eleion in dark armor charged the mercenary line. While Shadowhelm had been fighting the wyvern, the mercenaries regrouped under Ashur and were now fighting to hold the line. The wyvern’s hot body shielded him from the enemy but he doubted it would take long for someone to notice he was still alive. 

He needed his sword. Shadowhelm looked at the wyvern and reached into the creature’s mouth with his left hand. He wasn’t used to using his left hand, so it took some concentration to pull the sword from the wyvern’s mouth. He tugged and the blade came free, but he moved his right arm and nearly screamed from the sharp pain. His vision dimmed.

Even as he almost passed out, something caused his eyes to snap back open and he saw an Eltar warrior standing over him. The man pointed his blade at Shadowhelm’s throat. Shadowhelm slammed his sword into the man’s knee, cutting deep into the soldier’s leg. The Eltar screamed and fell as blood spurted everywhere, and he brought his sword down on Shadowhelm. He meant to cleave Shadowhelm’s head, but Shadowhelm rolled sideways and it hit his shoulder, bouncing off the mail and padded gambeson. Shadowhelm half rolled and half crawled to the man, and stabbed his sword into the Eltar’s throat. 

The Eltar gurgled, clawing at the sword as the bright red blood sprayed out. Shadowhelm watched as the life ebbed from the man’s eyes. He collapsed onto the cold ground and closed his own eyes, his mind too clouded with pain and fear to think about what he had done. 

“Hold the line!” Ashur shouted somewhere near him. Shadowhelm couldn’t stand up; much less hold any line, so he was surprised when he opened his eyes to see the big mercenary standing beside him. Kels and Saeth were standing not far away, covered in blood. They were all looking beyond the picket line.

Ashur looked down at Shadowhelm. “You okay, lad?”

Shadowhelm blinked a few times. He had dropped his sword and was cradling his right arm now. Ashur knelt down beside him.

“Did you see how he took that wyvern on?” Kels said to Saeth. “I wouldn’t have believed it, if I hadn’t seen it…”

Ashur gingerly touched Shadowhelm’s arm and the young mercenary winced. “You break it?”

“I think so—I heard a snap.” Shadowhelm paused. “What about the Eltar?”

“We’re okay,” Saeth spoke. “They’ve retreated for the moment.”

Ashur frowned. “They’ll be back. They didn’t expect you to kill their pet.” He paused. “Let’s look at that arm.”

Shadowhelm bit his lip as he slowly extended his arm while still cradling it with the other. The burnt gauntlet and gambeson covered most of it, but he suspected it was bloody and blackened from the wyvern. He felt the bones slide and click painfully, but also felt his arm growing warm and itchy in an odd way. 

Ashur didn’t touch the arm but stared at it. “Let’s try to get that gauntlet off.” Shadowhelm swallowed hard and nodded. Ashur carefully rolled the burnt cuff away and then gently tugged what was left of the glove from Shadowhelm’s hand. 

Shadowhelm stared. To his amazement, the skin looked undamaged. The pain was slowly subsiding.

Ashur whistled. “You got lucky, Shara’kai. See if you can move your fingers.”

Shadowhelm tentatively wriggled his fingers. He winced as he felt a twinge up his forearm. Ashur pushed the burnt gambeson up. Red impressions from the wyvern’s teeth were already fading. Ashur lightly ran a finger up Shadowhelm’s arm. His hand felt cool to the touch. Shadowhelm winced. “I could’ve sworn it was broken.”

Ashur cocked his head. “It doesn’t appear to be now. Do you normally heal fast?”

Shadowhelm thought back. Simple injuries like cuts and bruises went away faster than most, but he couldn’t recall ever breaking a bone. “I don’t know.”

Kels knelt down beside them. “I’ve heard that some Eleion and even Shara’kai are healers. Maybe you have that power.”

Shadowhelm shook his head. “I don’t know much magic.”

Kels smiled and met Ashur’s gaze. “He might be useful.”

Ashur considered Shadowhelm again. “Where’d you learn to fight?”

“My stepfather is Einar son of Wulf. He taught me.”

Kels raised an eyebrow. “He’s a thane in the Northern Steppes. He’s a good fighter, or so I’ve heard.”

“Well, Sceaduhelm, stepson of Einar, son of Wulf,” Ashur said, offering his hand. “Welcome to our little army.”
  


Chapter Five
 

Despite Ashur’s prediction, the Eltar army did not attack. The rain stopped but the sky stayed gray and a sharp wind came from the north. The mercenaries found themselves standing in mud or sitting on drenched cloaks. Many stood around the dead wyvern and poked at the body. 

After accepting a flask of watered-down beer from another mercenary and being asked to recount the story more times than he could remember, Shadowhelm found himself looking at the wyvern. The other soldiers looked at him with a mixture of fear and awe; something he had been used to due to his mixed heritage. But now, he was a hero.

Shadowhelm took a swig from the flask and let the bitter drink slide down his throat. It was sharp and despite being watered down, went to work quickly on his senses. He was ravenous, but had eaten what little food he had, so the watered-down beer had to do. The buzz from the alcohol left him light-headed, but it churned in his stomach. Still, it quelled his jangled nerves.

He now looked at the wyvern. It wasn’t big for a creature that was half dragon; only about 20 feet long. The big dragons he had seen flying over the Northern Steppes towards the Neversummer Mountains across the sea were more than a hundred feet long. He wondered if it had been young. He thought it likely.

The wyvern’s black forked tongue lolled out of open, blood-stained jaws. The dark, serrated teeth looked almost black in the flat light and held a red sheen. Blood. His blood. And yet, Shadowhelm couldn’t see where it had cut him, but knew it had.

“Looking to take home a trophy?” Kels interrupted his thoughts.

Shadowhelm shook his head. The creature looked pitiful to him, lying there dead. He didn’t want to take anything from it; he suspected the Emperor had used his magic to control the beast. “No, I just don’t know why it attacked me.”

Kels grinned. “Couldn’t miss that hair, could it? I hear Allarun isn’t fond of Lochvaur.” Ashur and Kels laughed as if it was a private joke. 

Shadowhelm frowned. “Why is that?”

Ashur shook his head. “Before our time, lad. Since we have some time before sunset, let’s see your sword work.”

Shadowhelm glanced at the sergeant who was riding past them. His gray eyes met Shadowhelm’s and the man touched his hand to his helmet in a salute. The young mercenary cocked his head. He hadn’t expected such a reaction. He looked back down at the wyvern. “You think it’s okay?” 

Ashur chuckled. “Lad, they don’t care what we do in between fighting as long as we fight.”

Shadowhelm took another swig of the canteen and almost retched. “I could use some food.”

Ashur deftly snatched the canteen from his hands, took a sniff, and frowned. “Who gave you this?”

Shadowhelm shrugged.

Ashur tossed it away.

“Hey!” Shadowhelm stepped forward and nearly tripped over his own feet. He stumbled and heard Saeth and Kels laugh. He tried to catch himself and landed in the mud. A fresh round of laughter erupted. He stood up and found himself looking up at a sword point. Ashur’s dark face held a grim expression.

“No spirits on the battlefield, lad. If you want to survive your next battle, you save the drink for the tavern.” Ashur sheathed his sword, pulled a packet from his pack and tossed it to him. 

Shadowhelm barely caught it and fumbled it open. Inside was a smashed cake, fragrant with butter and honey. “What is this?”

“Food. You’ll need it if you’re going to clear your head.” Ashur grinned. “I’ve heard some Eleion can’t hold their drink.”

“But I’m Shara’kai.”

“You could pass for a pureblood,” Saeth said. She smiled and Shadowhelm grinned back.

“Careful, Saeth likes young meat.” Kels spoke in a conspiratorial tone. 

“You!” Saeth swung her pike and Kels caught it and pulled her small frame into his arms and kissed her. Saeth laughed and slapped him, causing him to stagger backwards.

Shadowhelm raised an eyebrow. He knew a few Northmen women who were strong enough to push around someone as large as Kels, but none were as small as Saeth. She was barely five feet tall by his reckoning. 

“Don’t cross her,” Ashur said, confirming Shadowhelm’s thoughts. “She’s deadly with a pike and even deadlier with an axe. And she’s bested some of the biggest men in a bar fight.”

“You say the sweetest things.” Saeth flashed a smile.

“I’ll remember that,” Shadowhelm said, looking at her with a new appreciation. 

In response, she spun the pike around in a blinding display of speed. “Don’t get on my bad side, Sceaduhelm.”

“She doesn’t have a good side,” Kels whispered and leapt away before the butt of the pike smashed into his stomach.

“Eat,” Ashur commanded. 

Shadowhelm nibbled a small piece of the cake and his stomach rumbled. The cake was sweet, soaked with honey and butter and flavored with cinnamon. He quickly ate it and as he did, his head cleared a bit. Ashur handed him another cake and Shadowhelm ate that as well. His head began to clear and he began to feel strength in his limbs.

You need to eat if you insist on getting yourself injured, the voice spoke up. 

Shadowhelm acknowledged the voice but said naught. Instead he drew his sword and looked at the blade. Despite its good forging, he detected a few nicks along the blade’s edge from the fight with the wyvern.
  


Chapter Six
 

Morfran sipped the blood-red wine from a crystal goblet as he watched the army from the keep’s highest floor. Indifference filled his dark eyes as Allarun’s army approached the line and he let the sharp liquid roll around his tongue.

Pointless, really, he said to himself. 

Rain splattered against the keep’s windows and he stared into the sky in boredom. Allarun would send dragons or fireworms. Maybe a wyvern or two. Assuming the emperor was even serious about the challenge. 

The door to the chamber creaked loudly. Morfran turned to see two servants, their eyes wide and their faces masks of fear. They bowed low and hastened inside to leave a platter of meats, fruits and cheeses on the worn cherry wood table. The hot meat sent curls of steam from the platter, fragrant with spices. 

But Morfran was not hungry. He pointedly ignored them; they had heard tales of the mad prince. As the last of the line of princes that ruled Kinamac, Morfran had only a brother, presumed dead, and no heirs. His parents had died five years before, victims in a strange plague that swept through the city.

We are not dead. His father’s stern voice filled his thoughts. Morfran turned to see the ghost of his father, Morfred, glaring at him with glowing red eyes and a cold expression. The man appeared much as he had in his previous life. He was an imposing Shara’kai with dark hair streaked with silver and silver eyes. Too heavy-boned for a true Eltar due to his mixed lineage, Morfran and his father shared similar features, but while Morfred had, while living, the body of a warrior, the prince was more slender and took after his pureblooded Eltar mother.

“You died. I laid you to rest myself.” Morfran met his father’s gaze. The ghost appeared at awkward times during court, where only Morfran could see him. His father would often argue with Morfran, causing him to snap at the ghost and appear to be yelling at the air, since no one could see Morfred. Rumor quickly spread that insanity afflicted the prince.

Not that I care, Morfran thought. He closed his eyes and took another sip of the wine.

Your brother would not have ever been this ungrateful. His father’s voice resounded in his ears, no matter how much he tried to shut the ghost out.

“My dear brother ran away—because of you.”

How can you say such a thing? His mother’s voice shook his thoughts. A tall and stately lady with regal bearing, Lady Hakana’s braided black hair fell in a dark cascade down her back. Pale white skin of the Eltar and fine-boned, wearing a royal gown, she appeared beside Morfred. We loved him as much as we loved you.

You didn’t show it, Morfran thought. He could remember how his elder brother returned to their rooms from the beatings, his back bloody and skin nearly stripped from it. It had led both brothers down the path of dark sorcery.

Have you gone over your lessons today, son? His mother’s voice chided him, breaking him from his reverie. 

Morfran shook his head. “I told you, I can’t go any further. The necromancy spell requires more power than I have and there aren’t any other wizards within a hundred miles that have enough power to do it.”

Allarun has the power. His father sneered. If you weren’t so weak-willed…

“I’m not that crazy.” Morfran closed his eyes. 

He felt his mother’s hand caress his face and she drew him into a hug. Bone of my bone; flesh of my flesh, she chanted to him. 

“Mother, I…”

Lay your head against my bosom, my sweet son, she whispered in his ear. Dutifully, he set the wine glass on the table next to the untouched food, and accepted her embrace and felt her arms wrap around him. He pressed his head against her pliant form; at one moment, substantial, the next moment, as solid as a breeze.

She rocked him gently, crooning to him as though he were a baby. Odd, he thought. When they were alive, mother gave me to a wet nurse to care for me. I never saw them until I had come of age…

Now, now, she crooned. You are my flesh and my bone. I have so much to make up to you…

Son, his father’s ghost spoke. Without the power, you can’t secure Kinamac against Allarun. You must reanimate the dead and bring the hordes against Allarun’s armies.

“But I am not strong enough.” Morfran found himself weeping as his mother caressed his silver-streaked, dark hair. “I can’t call the legions of undead.”

Find someone with enough power and take it from him.

“Won’t it kill him?”

Shhh, shhh, there, my sweet boy, his mother crooned. Don’t worry about the others. They aren’t as important as you…

“If I do this…would you leave me alone?” Morfran asked.

The gentle breeze became sharp talons against his scalp. Morfran yelped and tried to withdraw, but his mother’s ghost held him fast. He twisted in her arms to see for a moment an angry creature with fangs and glowing eyes framed by the queen’s lovely flowing hair. It held him with claws instead of nails. Why would I do that, my son? The voice of his mother, that was not his mother, reverberated in his brain. Then, the vision passed and it was once again the ghost of the lovely Hakana.

Morfran shivered uncontrollably. He wanted to run and hide, but there was no place he could go that these ghosts would not follow. He forced a smile. “What was I thinking? Of course, you are with me always.”
  


Chapter Seven
 

Lord Fallan, Thane of the East Marches, watched in dismay as Allarun’s troops approached the small army standing between them and the walls of Caer Kinamac. He leaned against a merlon, looking down from the parapets of Caer Kinamac. 

How many are there? Fallan wondered. The tide of black seemed endless, but Fallan knew this was not Allarun’s main army. Caer Kinamac was little more than an annoyance to the emperor and he had other concerns farther south. Still, the mercenaries below stood woefully outmatched.

The rain came down thick and fast, and he pulled his hood and cloak around him. He took a deep breath and watched as the lightning arced across the sky. Thunder rumbled, shivering the gray stones that made up the walled-city’s main defenses. If only the mad prince would use his magic and destroy them. If only he led the army…

Fallan shook his head. The mad Prince Morfran would never lead the army into battle. He would rather sit in his tower and talk to non-existent spirits. The last lord, Lord G’larmar, who had challenge Morfran had his head removed from his neck soon afterward. It was not a fate Fallan looked forward to. 

And yet, Caer Kinamac stood between Allarun and the sea. Its people terrified and its crops and supplies destroyed. Allarun sensed the mad prince’s power and wanted to destroy Morfran. But Morfran cared nothing about Thalarmor and hated his people even more. Fallan turned his gaze to the dirty streets and shabby hovels below. Even the wealthier quarters appeared run-down. Bled dry by paying for a mercenary army.

“You know Morfran will do nothing.” 

Fallan didn’t turn. He knew the voice well. “Why did you follow me, Taraka?”

“Lady Taraka.” She slid a finger beneath his chin and turned his head to face her. “You have no manners, Lord Fallan.”

Fallan raised his hand a brushed a stray golden lock from her sea-green eyes, enhanced by the blue-green gown she wore beneath the heavy woolen cloak: modest and yet, revealing, showing off her ample breasts and the curve of her hips. “So beautiful—and so young. It’s hard to imagine such a fair creature with the bite of an adder.”

Taraka laughed, pulling away and rearranged her hood carefully over her golden hair. She pressed her lips together in a pout. “You credit me with more power than I have.”

He considered her thoughtfully. “I think not. At one time, you held Morfran’s heart.”

She shook her head. “Nonsense. The prince is mad—he’s always been so.”

“And yet, he guarded you jealously. There was talk that he would make you his consort.”

“Consort, and not princess.” She looked down at the armies. “Will they break through?”

“The captain tells me no.” Fallan looked down again. “Assuming Allarun sends nothing else, we should be safe.” He paused. “But he will put us under siege and wait us out.”

A scream above caused them both to look up. “Gods,” Taraka swore as a large black two-legged dragon screamed overhead. For a moment, it looked as though it would attack the parapets but then dove toward the army. Fallan found himself ducked behind the merlon with Taraka in his arms. To his surprise, she felt pleasantly warm and soft. 

She hissed and pushed him away. “Look!”

Fallan watched as the wyvern dove towards the mercenaries. Most scattered but a few held their ground. One mercenary came out with sword flashing. He watched as the red-hair warrior took on the wyvern and plunged his sword into the creature’s maw. The wyvern thrashed and grew still. The Eltar broke through the line and the mercenaries rushed to meet them. Swords clattered and screams of dying men echoed across the ridge. The mercenaries stood firm and quickly pushed the Eltar into a retreat. Fallan watched as the red-haired soldier staggered upright.

“He’s alive,” Taraka murmured. She smiled. “There’s your hero.”

Fallan blinked and considered her. “My hero?”

“A warrior such as that should never be left unrewarded. Word will spread of the brave man who killed Allarun’s wyvern. You should be the one to reward him.”

Fallan arched an eyebrow. “You think so?”

“Morfran won’t care. He cares for naught now.” She shrugged. “Perhaps it is time for someone to step forward.”

“To what end, do you suggest?” 

Taraka shook her head. “I’ve seen your frustration, my lord. How Caer Kinamac has fallen into darker times along with her prince. Perhaps you can give people hope once more and lead them…”

“What you say is treason…”

“What I say is the truth.” She looked down at the battle. “Allarun’s army is retreating.”

Fallan watched as the tide of dark soldiers moved down the ridge. Arrows glinted among the rain shafts as they flew after the retreating line. “So, it is.” 

“Other lords are talking. They’re waiting for you to make the first move.”

Fallan raised an eyebrow again. “They would have me go against the prince?”

“They would support you.”

“It would be a fool’s errand. Morfran still has magic, if I challenge him.”

“Who says you need to challenge him? Let him stay locked up in his tower. He cares naught about anything.”

Fallan nodded slowly, his eyes resting once more on the red-haired warrior. He turned and strode towards the guard stationed along the wall. “Soldier! Go find the captain. I need to have a word with him.” 

The soldier saluted and hurried away. Fallan glanced back. There was no sign of Lady Taraka anywhere.
  


Chapter Eight
 

As the day turned to evening, the mercenaries and soldiers relaxed. Most wandered back to the camp outside of Caer Kinamac, but a few mercenaries were stationed along the pickets to keep watch for a surprise attack. Shadowhelm stood by the pickets and stared out at the valley, watching the lights from the Eltar camp shimmer in the gloom.

“Not what you expected?” Ashur’s voice broke through his reverie. 

Shadowhelm turned and looked at the dark Ansgar who leaned on a pole arm and shrugged. “The stories my step-father told me made me think it was a lot more exciting. With the exception of the wyvern, it’s really been a lot of waiting around.”

Ashur chuckled. “How old are you?”

Shadowhelm cocked an eyebrow.

“I can’t tell Eleion ages well. You could be twenty or a hundred, for all I know.”

“I’m Shara’kai,” Shadowhelm said. “Not pureblood.”

“Hmm, that’s what Kels said, but you look pureblood to me.” He shrugged. “You’re close enough, though, which means I can’t tell your age.”

“Seventeen.”

“Really, that young?” Ashur whistled. “And a good fighter too. You handled that wyvern like a veteran.” He looped his arm around Shadowhelm’s shoulder. “Come on, then, young Shadowhelm. The guard will let us know if the soul-eaters return.” He led Shadowhelm forward in the direction of the camp.

“What are we doing?” Shadowhelm asked.

“You’re a hero, my lad. Word has gone up the ranks that a Lochvaur has killed Allarun’s wyvern. The sergeant has asked me to bring you along for some special commendations.”

Shadowhelm blinked. “All I did was save my life. You saw it; it attacked me.”

“Lad, that wyvern could’ve taken out hundreds of men before you killed it.”

“I got lucky.” 

“Better to be lucky than good.” Ashur grinned, his white teeth contrasting against his dark face. He turned to face the Shara’kai. “But you’re good. And soon to be better.”

“How so?” Shadowhelm considered the man.

“You’re not bad with a sword, but you could improve. Your technique is a little sloppy and I bet you could learn a few tricks.”

“I thought you said I was good.” Shadowhelm started towards camp. Ashur followed.

“You are, but you don’t know everything. I’d wager I could disarm you in two minutes.” 

“Really?” Shadowhelm drew his sword and put himself in guard position. “Try.”

Ashur laughed. “All right.” He brought the pole arm into ready and waited. 

Shadowhelm stood for a moment in indecision. Should he attack? Should he wait? Ashur had the advantage. 

Go to the inside, the voice said. If you can get inside the pole arm, he can’t use it against you.

Shadowhelm acknowledge the voice. He switched guards and feinted. Ashur stood ready, but did not change. Shadowhelm switched guards again. Ashur waited. Shadowhelm changed his guard, stepping within striking distance. Still, Ashur did nothing.

Shadowhelm lunged forward, swinging the flat of the blade. Ashur spun the pole arm, using the inside part of the haft to block and grasped Shadowhelm’s sword by the cross-guard. The Ansgar was much heavier than Shadowhelm and his weight threw the Shara’kai into the dirt. He ripped the sword out of Shadowhelm’s grasp and pressed the pole arm’s haft against Shadowhelm’s throat.

Close up, Shadowhelm could see the faint ethereal sheen of the blade on the pole arm. Shadowhelm swallowed hard as the pressure on his windpipe threatened to cut off his breathing. Ashur grinned again. “Now tell me you don’t need more training, lad.”

Shadowhelm swallowed again and Ashur relaxed his hold. To his surprise, a small crowd had gathered. 

“Careful, Ashur! You don’t want the Sergeant’s new hero damaged,” Saeth teased from the group.

“No, I was just showing the boy that he needs some lessons in fighting—mercenary style.” Ashur winked at Shadowhelm and offered him a hand up.

Shadowhelm sat up and brushed the trickle of mud out of his hair. Several mercenaries laughed and the small crowd disbanded. He took Ashur’s hand sheepishly and let the big man pull him to his feet. “That wasn’t fair.”

Ashur grinned. “War isn’t fair. You fight fair and you die.”

Shadowhelm considered that. He hadn’t really fought anyone in a real battle. Most of his fights were with local children when he was younger and his sword work was exclusively with Einar and his younger step-brother. They had played by rules. He said nothing; obviously he had a lot to learn.

Ashur nodded. “You’re a thinker—I like that. Most new mercenaries don’t use their wits and end up Eltar fodder.” 

Shadowhelm nodded. He hadn’t expected the big man to disarm him so easily, but he could see Ashur’s point. He grinned sheepishly. “I didn’t expect that.”

“No one does,” Ashur said evenly. “You knew you were at a disadvantage going up against a pole arm, and yet, you made the first move.”

“I figured I could get inside it.”

Ashur nodded. “Problem is, you’d have to be a lot quicker. And you weren’t expecting me to use my hands. The weapon is important, true, but it’s the man you should watch out for. A good fighter doesn’t just use his weapon. He uses everything around him. That might be his fists, a rock, or even the dirt.”

Shadowhelm cocked his head. “You mean I need to watch for anything.”

Ashur grinned. “Yeah, and it’s a good idea to expect someone trying to take away your sword. Using a pole arm to defend is easy; while your opponent focuses on the weapon, you reach in and grab his weapon.”

“Sneaky.”

“It’s how you live.” Ashur sighed. “I don’t understand the concept of fairness in battle. War is death. What is fair is living.”

Shadowhelm nodded slowly. He half-expected the voice to say something, but it was silent. “So, it is better to be a coward and run away?”

“It is better to know the difference between bravery and stupidity.” Ashur shrugged. “There are only a handful of good reasons for dying. One is because otherwise you would become a slave; the other, is to save friends’ lives. Even then, there are often better alternatives to death. Even when captured, you can find a way out. In life, there is always hope. Death is final.”

Shadowhelm considered the dark man. He had never heard anyone talk so frankly. “And yet, we’re in the business of death.”

“We’re in the business of fighting.” Ashur shrugged. “Even your warrior god, Rhyn’athel, fights and kills.”

“Not my god,” Shadowhelm snorted. “Most of it is superstition.”

“Ah, that’s what you believe?” Ashur grinned. “You’ll be praying to Rhyn’athel when the soul-eaters crest the hill.”

“So, is that why your pole arm is tipped with adamantine?”

Ashur nodded. “Good eye, lad. You’re the first one to notice.”

“Hard not to when it’s pressed against my throat.”

Ashur chuckled. “I’d look for adamantine to harden that fine sword of yours. Not everything Allarun sends against us is vulnerable to steel.” He paused at the sergeant’s tent. “Good luck.”

Shadowhelm halted. “Aren’t you coming in?”

Ashur grinned again and shook his head. “The sergeant wants to see you, not me. You were the one who killed the wyvern.” With that, he turned and left.

Shadowhelm took a deep breath and stared at the tent. It was a canvas tent, set up with four walls and a pointed pavilion-type roof. The canvas had been well-oiled with lanolin or some other oil, causing the white canvas to take on a yellow hue. Other than its size, Shadowhelm would not have recognized it as being any different from any of the other tents, save that mercenaries often couldn’t afford their own shelter and were forced to bivouac in the elements. Shadowhelm considered himself richer than most, owning a horse that he kept with the others in the corral. 

He stepped in and squinted in the light. Outside, the last rays of the sun had dropped behind the hills, covering the land with its dark velvet. Within the tent, oil lamps burned, throwing the supports, tables and chairs into flickering shadows. The sergeant sat at a desk, scribbling something with a quill on parchment. 

The man’s helmet lay on the table next to the parchment, giving Shadowhelm a chance to get a good look at the man. The sergeant looked Ansgar with his brown, braided hair, heavier bones and tanned complexion. Not as dark as Ashur, Shadowhelm thought, but he probably has southern blood in him. Although Shadowhelm was no expert in telling Ansgar ages, he guessed the man had at least forty or more years from the gray that streaked his temples. Not silver like a Shara’kai.

Scars ran down the sergeant’s face, white against his tanned skin. His mail armor, while not new, shone with fresh oil and appeared in good repair. Shadowhelm glanced down at himself and realized mud caked his surcoat and armor. He self consciously flicked dry mud from his hair and winced when the sergeant looked up from the papers.

“Fell in the mud?” The sergeant raised an eyebrow. To Shadowhelm’s surprise gray-blue eyes met his own silver ones.

“Uh, no, Sergeant.” Shadowhelm brushed another clump from his hair. “Ashur and I were practicing...”

“Mud wrestling?”

“Uh, sword fighting.”

“I see.” The sergeant stood up and Shadowhelm stared at the man. He was as tall as Shadowhelm but had twice the mass. The sergeant looked him over and Shadowhelm winced again. He didn’t look impressive half-caked in mud. “You slew the wyvern?”

“Yes…yes, sir.”

The sergeant shook his head. “Where did you learn to fight like that?”

“The northlands.”

The sergeant grunted. “It seems you’re quite the hero. You attracted the attention of Lord Fallan—he’s invited you to dinner.”

Shadowhelm stared. “I’ve been invited to the palace?” 

“Are you deaf, or stupid?” the sergeant snapped. “Clean yourself up—you do have clean clothes, don’t you?”

“Uh…”

“And get over to the palace. Ask for Lord Fallan. The lords are expecting you.”

Shadowhelm stared as the sergeant sat back down and picked up his quill. He dipped it into the ink and began to write on the parchment once more. 

Shadowhelm fidgeted.

The sergeant looked up. “You still here? You need to go. Now.”

Shadowhelm nodded and left.
  


Chapter Nine
 

Morfran closed the door to his chambers and walked down the stairs that led to the main part of the palace. His quarters sat in the main tower overlooking the city—his choice. He hated being so close to other people. They reminded him of feelings he had long ago eschewed. The only thing of importance was his parents’ wishes. Then, they would maybe leave him alone.

He paused for a moment in the stairwell to think about his parents’ desires. Why should I try to take on Allarun? He pondered the question. Allarun was part demon, or so he had heard. Morfran had never met the Dark Lord, nor did he have any desire to. Emperor Allarun was more than a thousand years old and had magic far beyond anything Morfran could muster. No one since the great Eleion high king, Lachlan Ah’rhyn, had the power to defeat the emperor. And even Lachlan Ah’rhyn had succumbed to Allarun’s trickery.

Morfran shook his head at the thought. What his parents wanted him to do was folly, but there was no silencing them. Certainly not without repercussions. Morfran didn’t really care whether others died for his power, but he was concerned whether he’d die for such folly. His brother had long ago fled north, hoping to avoid their parents, and Morfran had hoped that with his parents’ deaths, he would finally be left alone to rule. Much to his chagrin, his parents’ ghosts returned to torment him.

He continued down the stairs and stepped into the hallway. This hall led to the banquet rooms where he presumed his lords enjoyed their meals and parties each night at his expense. Still, Morfran needed some way to determine where there might be a magic user great enough to drink their powers. Most of his lords had no magic; he had drained those who had anything worthwhile. Draining those without magic gave him little in terms of power and he found the sacrifice to be more bother than the power was worth. Others such as Allarun could do more with the raw life force, but Allarun was part demon and Morfran felt he had more power to extract what he needed.

Morfran sighed. It would’ve been much easier if he were better trained. 

He walked towards the banquet hall, following the loud chatter, music, and the aromas of cooked meats and pastries. The guards at the door blanched and saluted him as he passed, giving little thought or notice as he did so. He stepped into the room.

At once, the room grew colder, as though Morfran’s very appearance had sucked the heat from it. The music still continued, but the chattering ceased as people turned their heads his direction. He could see the fear and disgust in their eyes as he stepped forward; his dark eyes met theirs, causing each noble to quickly glance away or shrink back. He hated them as much as he knew they hated him.

“My lord, Prince Morfran, how delightful it is to see you.” Taraka’s voice flowed over the musicians’ melody. 

Morfran turned to see the golden haired woman as she made her way through the crowd. She smiled brightly at him, and he could almost believe her expression was genuine. Almost. “My dear Lady Taraka.” He smiled; his eyes hard as he scrutinized her face. He took her hand and brought it up to his lips, but did not kiss it. One did not kiss an adder, he thought. “You are looking lovely, as ever.”

Why do you bother with that wench? Morfran’s father appeared beside him.

“She is not a wench…” Morfran began and then realized, to his horror, he had spoken his answer aloud.

Taraka laughed. “No, as usual, you are as candid and observant as ever, my lord.”

“Forgive me.” Morfran turned and took a cup of wine from one of the servants. “I forget my manners, having shut myself so long in my tower.”

The conversations between the partiers started up again, but Morfran noted that as he and Lady Taraka walked, the others gave them a wide berth. His parents’ ghosts trailed behind him; a constant reminder of their claim on him. 

He was ready to turn to Lady Taraka when she clapped her hands. “Look, there is Lord Fallan!” She pulled him forward towards the lord. Morfran frowned. Fallan was a thin weasel of a man, with a bald pate and graying hair around the edges that might have been brown at one time. Wearing the finest velvet and silks trimmed with fox, Fallan exuded confidence and nobility, despite his unfortunate looks. He turned his quick dark eyes towards the pair and smiled, baring his teeth. Morfran hated the man.

“My prince, it is good to see you again,” Fallan spoke.

Morfran nodded absently, his gaze straying to his parents’ ghosts that hovered behind him. 

Lord Fallan coughed. “My prince, I think you’ll be interested in a new guest…”

But Morfran was not listening. Instead, his eyes were fixed on the apparitions as they made their way through the banquet hall.
  


Chapter Ten
 

Outside the tent, Shadowhelm scanned the camp. The dark mantle of night smothered the last vestiges of the day, and the clouds above made the evening darker still. The wind picked up and carried the fine mist and occasional drops of rain. Cooking fires and torches lit the encampment as men huddled around them to warm their meager meals. Occasionally Shadowhelm caught a whiff of something cooking on one of the fires, reminding him how hungry he was. At this moment, he preferred a bowl of pottage over a palace’s finely spiced meats.

He hadn’t the vaguest idea how to find Lord Fallan, the palace or even where to go once he got there. The people of Kinamac kept their city closed to the mercenaries, presumably to keep them from looting. It would make it especially difficult to find his way through the city. The guards might not even let him through the gates. 

Shadowhelm wondered how he would get cleaned up. There were no baths and no fresh water for bathing in the camps. He would be able to change his clothing, but he would still smell rank. And there was no way he would be able to remove the mud from his skin and hair. He made his way through the rain-soaked fields, past several tents until he came to the area where he had left his pack, bedroll, saddle and bridle. 

It took him a while to find his belongings in the dark among the other luggage strewn next to a tent. He wasn’t surprised to find his pack picked through and soaked with rain. He had kept his valuables on his person, but his change of clothing was gone. He frowned. The saddle and bridle for his horse was still there, presumably because the thief hadn’t had a horse and the corrals were actually guarded. Still, he picked up the soaked tack, slung them over his back and headed to the corral where the horses were.

Despite the lack of light, he recognized the gelding immediately. The bay stood alone on one side of the corral and the rest of the horses stood together on the other side, looking fearfully. Shadowhelm frowned as he saw the bay flatten its ears and show its teeth at the other horses; its eyes glowing in the ruddy firelight near the corral.

“That your horse?” Shadowhelm turned to see a large Ansgar ostler dressed in worn leathers approach him. The man had a beard and long hair that Shadowhelm guessed was brown. 

“Which horse?” Shadowhelm felt his face flush, despite the cold wind. He was grateful for the night.

“That demon horse.” The ostler pointed to the bay gelding. “It won’t let anyone or anything near it.”

Shadowhelm stared at the beast, perplexed. The Fae horse hadn’t been mean, just mischievous. He whistled softly and the gelding swiveled its ears towards him. With a snort, it trotted over to Shadowhelm, causing the other horses to scatter. It lowered its head to his outstretched palm and nickered softly.

“That horse is crazy.” The stableman said. “We can’t keep him here.”

Shadowhelm bit his lip. “What would you have me do?”

“Sleep with it; I don’t care. The damn thing bit two of my men already and I don’t know how many horses. I’d hate to see how it’d behave if he hadn’t been gelded.” The horse snorted and snapped at the ostler, who backed away. “Get him out of here now.”

“All right.” Shadowhelm tossed the tack on the ground. He turned to the horse. “Sorry, my friend, but I need to ride into Caer Kinamac and find the palace. You up to that?”

The horse pawed the ground and flicked its mane. 

Shadowhelm held out the bridle and the horse slid its head into the bridle; balking for a moment as the bit slipped into its mouth. He patted it. “Sorry, I know you don’t like it.”

He turned to the ostler, but saw the man had moved away. Shadowhelm quickly saddled the gelding, mounted it, and reined it towards the city. He rode towards the gate, and got a niggling feeling something was wrong. As he approached the gate, he considered the city-fortress’s defenses. The curtain walls towered three stories above him; gleaming pale in the dark. Only the fires from the watch and the guards’ torches lit the massive wall. The gate, itself, appeared as a black maw with rows of iron teeth from the portcullis. Two small towers flanked the recessed gate with arrow loops pointed towards the entryway. Shadowhelm expected if he walked into the gatehouse, he’d be greeted by murderholes and trap doors which led to pits.

The guards at the gate glared at him as he trotted up.

“No mercenaries,” said one guard as he thrust a torch towards him. Shadowhelm looked at the man in dismay. The guard wore the customary livery of Caer Kinamac: a green surcoat, bearing a stylized leaping dolphin over mail. The man had on an open-faced helmet, showing Shara’kai silver eyes, a crooked nose, obvious broken in fights, and a sparse beard that appeared golden or blond. Despite being Shara’kai like Shadowhelm, the man had fifty pounds easily on the mercenary and carried a halberd.

“I’m here to see Lord Fallan. My sergeant told me I’m expected in the palace.”

“Right,” said another guard, snickering. Obviously Ansgar with his dark beard and rough features. “And I bet you’re here for a party.” He and the other men laughed.

Shadowhelm felt bewildered. The gelding snorted and pressed forward, despite the men. The first man brought his halberd up to block the way. Shadowhelm reined the horse back. It shook its head side to side and bucked; he hung on, but the Fae horse had other plans. It charged through the guards.

The first guard was quick thinking and used his halberd to pull Shadowhelm off the horse. The hook on one end caught Shadowhelm’s mail and he found himself dragged back and hitting the ground with a resounding thud. The air expelled from his lungs with a whoosh and for a moment he lay there, blinking at the night’s sky and quite certain he saw more stars there than he should have.

The second guard leaned over and grasped his right arm. Shadowhelm let the man pull him up and used the momentum to slam his left fist into the man’s face. The man howled and released him, causing the Shara’kai to hit the ground with a thud again. Shadowhelm scrambled back, crab-style, as the first guard swung his halberd at him once more. Shadowhelm rolled away from the pole arm, only to have the second guard jump him. The man swung his fists into Shadowhelm, slamming the Shara’kai hard into the mud. The fist impacted the mercenary’s eye and lights danced in his vision.

“What is going on here?”

The voice came from someone in authority, or so Shadowhelm thought, for the guard who smashed his face hesitated. “Captain? Just taking care of a mercenary.”

“You idiot—that’s the man who killed the wyvern. Lord Fallan wants him brought to the palace immediately.”

The guard hesitated long enough for Shadowhelm to bring his hand up and strike the man in the chin with a solid palm heel strike. The man grunted and fell backwards—his jaw snapping hard against his teeth as he fell. 

Shadowhelm sat up and wiped the mud from his face. He tried to open his right eye but to no avail. It was tender and swollen. Instead, he looked up at the captain who stood next to the halberd-wielding Shara’kai. The man was Ansgar, by the look of him, with a stout frame and dark hair. He wore the green surcoat with an insignia Shadowhelm guessed meant he was the captain of the guard. The other guard blanched.

“You—Shadowhelm—Lord Fallan wants to see you now.” The captain turned and glared at the guard that was still standing. “You—get Myre up. You’re both relieved until I figure out what to do with the both of you.” The captain stalked off.

Shadowhelm stood up and gingerly wiped the mud from his face. His hand came away bloody and he frowned. He was late, filthy, and had no idea where the palace was. He lifted a lip in a snarl as he walked by the unconscious guard and his pole arm-wielding partner, but said nothing. He noted the guard did not apologize.

Stalking through the gate, he stared at the streets before him with his good eye. Caer Kinamac was bigger than any city he had ever seen before. The city made the Northman villages look small and quaint, even in the darkness. Shadowhelm cast a jaundiced eye at the city, despite it being the largest city he had seen. Something deep in his memories told him he had seen larger and more beautiful cities, though where, he could not recall.

The road he stood on appeared deserted except for a few figures that lurked in the shadows, the guards who made their rounds bearing torches, and a few people who walked in small groups, carrying oil lanterns. In the daytime, he guessed it teemed with people, horses, carts and wagons. 

The main road branched into several streets, each filled with two or three-story buildings, each with a sign promoting their wares. In front of him were clothier shops, reminding him acutely of the state of his dress, but they were not open and he had no time to purchase more clothes. Next to those shops sat cobblers and hatters. 

He took a few steps forward and marveled at the paved streets. Rounded cobblestones made for a paved but uneven surface. Still, it was a damn side better than mud, he decided and despite the horse droppings, it was much more pleasant than most roads. 

He rubbed his right eye and winced, but continued walking. He wasn’t about to ask the guards for directions, having knocked one guard out. He took a couple of steps, when he heard a horse whinny to him. To his surprise, the Fae gelding came trotting up and nudged him. He scowled at the beast, but found himself stroking the long nose. “I suppose you can’t tell me where the palace is.”

The Fae horse nickered and pulled away as Shadowhelm caught the reins. The horse nearly tugged him off his feet. Another whinny and a pull. Shadowhelm found himself letting the Fae horse lead him at a brisk walk across the cobbles.

oOo
 

Shadowhelm was sweaty and out of breath after the horse led him at a near-trot across the city. More than once, Shadowhelm tried to stop the horse to mount it, but to no avail. The gelding would simply pull the reins from his hands and skitter away, forcing the mercenary to follow. Shadowhelm wished he had a more compliant steed, but the intelligence in the Fae horse’s eyes told him he needed to follow. He could see little in the shadows and quickly lost his bearings following the gelding, but no one waylaid him and he soon found himself before a brightly lit palace.

He stood looking up at the long stairs that led to the doors that looked more like a gatehouse than an entrance to a home. The palace stood several stories over him and the tall walls surrounding it held sharp spikes at least a half a man’s height above it. He looked at the horse, who nickered to him once, pulled the reins from his hand, and trotted off. Shadowhelm shrugged and walked up the steps.

“Halt!” A guard’s voice came from up above. Shadowhelm hesitated on the steps and looked up. Squinting with his good eye, he could barely make out the form of a palace guard. “State your business.”

“I’m Shadowhelm. Lord Fallan sent for me.”

“You’re late.” The man’s voice dripped with disgust. “Fallan summoned you more than an hour ago.”

Shadowhelm shrugged, not caring if the man saw the response. “The guards held me up at the gatehouse.”

“Come on.” The guard motioned him towards the door and the light. Shadowhelm walked up the steps and saw the man wince as he caught Shadowhelm’s features in the lamplight. The palace guard was a large man, about half a foot taller than Shadowhelm and easily heavier by half of Shadowhelm’s weight. “What happened to you?”

“I told you—the guards held me up at the gatehouse.”

The palace guard looked him up and down. “And you took on the wyvern?”

“You should’ve seen what I did to the gate guard.”

The palace guard laughed. “Those idiots. They deserved it.” He waved Shadowhelm inside. “Listen, you look terrible. There’s a basin in the guard room with a pitcher of water. Clean yourself up. I’ll send for Fallan’s men. There’s also some extra cloaks and clothing if you can part with your mail for the time being.”

Shadowhelm smiled and winced as he felt his lip crack and bleed. “Thanks.”

“My name’s Bran. Anyone ask you what you’re doing around here, send them to me. Okay?”

Shadowhelm grinned and took a deep breath. “Thanks.”

He walked in and found the guard room. It was a sparse area with pegs along the wall where cloaks and tunics hung. Shadowhelm touched the fabric and found that they were finely woven materials instead of the coarse wool and flax he was used to. He had seen cloth like this before, imported from the south, but it had been pricey and scarce in the northlands. He almost hesitated to take the fine green cloak and surcoat, but his oiled cloak looked tattered by comparison. 

To his surprise, the guards had a bronze mirror and he stared at his reflection as he washed his face of the blood and grime. It made his fair skin look brown and his silver eyes look gold. He winced as he touched his black and blue swollen eye—he could just barely see the iris through the crack in the eyelids. His nose was most likely broken—swollen and tender there, too, and all he could smell was blood. He hardly looked like the hero they considered him.

The water in the basin turned brown and he had to empty it into the chamber pot and refill it, but his red-gold hair was tangled. Frowning, he pulled his dagger and hacked at the mats and braided the rest of it, using laces to tie it in place. He tossed the cut hair in with the water and turned back to the mirror.

“There you are!” 

Shadowhelm turned and saw a palace guard. The man fidgeted. “Fallan is waiting for you. You’re embarrassing him…”

“Sorry, Bran said to wash up.”

“Come on.” The guard grasped his arm and pulled him along. “Fallan is most irate…”

oOo
 

The guard half dragged Shadowhelm through the hallway and up the stairs to a long balcony. Just as the mercenary was about to pulled away, a door along the balcony opened and from it came music, laughter and the drone of voices. A man, dressed in purple silk hose, a bright crimson and purple doublet, and an enormous floppy hat with peacock feathers walked out and glared down at the two. “Where have you been? You’ve been keeping us for nearly an hour.”

Shadowhelm blinked. “I came as quickly as I could.” 

The man hesitated, taking in Shadowhelm’s injuries. “What in Tarentor happened to you?”

Shadowhelm grinned. “You should’ve seen the guards.”

He looked the mercenary up and down. “You’ll need to leave your sword behind.”

“No.”

“That wasn’t a request.”

Shadowhelm’s gaze narrowed. “I don’t care. You’ll have to fight me to take it.”

The man glared at Shadowhelm, but the palace guard stepped between them. “Now, the lad protected us with that sword. You don’t think he’d be up to any mischief with it?”

“But I must protect…”

“I think you can assume he is safe.” 

They all turned to see the speaker. A blonde-haired woman with sea-green eyes wearing a cloak of ermine over a crimson gown stepped forward. 

Shadowhelm found himself gaping at her beauty. He had never seen a woman so beautiful, Ansgar or Shara’kai, and his mind went foggy as his eyes traced her curves. 

Keep your wits about you. She’s dangerous, the voice inside his head warned.

“Lady Taraka…I…I…” The man stammered and then fell silent.

Taraka move with ease between the man and Shadowhelm. “You must be the mercenary who saved us from that dragon.”

“Wy…wyvern,” Shadowhelm stammered, wondering how he had forgotten to speak. “It was a wyvern.”

You’re such an idiot, the voice said.

She smiled with even, white teeth. “Really, now? A wyvern, how peculiar. What is your name, my hero?”

He felt his face flush as he felt other parts of him grow warm. “Shadowhelm.” 

“Shadowhelm…” She tried his name out. “Very foreign. Are you from the north?”

He grinned sheepishly. “Yes.”

“Ah, a barbarian!” She clapped her hands. “How delightful. Come with me, Shadowhelm. I will bring you to Lord Fallan.” With that, she slipped a warm hand in his and tugged him into the party.

oOo
 

Shadowhelm hesitated as they walked into the room. Taraka had led him into the upstairs ballroom filled with guests. Despite the candles and oil lamps, the dim light cast deep shadows throughout the room where various nobles gathered, better dressed than even the thanes Shadowhelm knew at home. In one corner was a small group of musicians playing a tune Shadowhelm did not recognize. They sat opposite the fireplace where a roaring fire crackled on dry wood. Tables alongside the opposite wall brimmed with dishes that wafted the scent of spiced meat, cooked fruits and desserts. 

Shadowhelm’s stomach rumbled. Thankfully, the din of the party drowned out his stomach’s noise. He wondered if he could wander there and fill a plate.

“What do you think?” Taraka flashed another smile and Shadowhelm found himself hungry for more than just food. She snapped her fingers and a servant rushed to her, handing her a goblet brimming with golden liquid. 

“It’s amazing.” Shadowhelm glanced to his side and noted a servant standing patiently holding a goblet with the same liquid. He reached out and took the cup. “Thank you.”

Taraka laughed, covering her mouth.

“What’s so funny?”

“You thanked a servant.”

Shadowhelm cocked his head. “What’s wrong with that?”

She giggled again, causing her breasts to jiggle in a most distracting way. “Nothing. It’s just so precious.” She pulled herself closer to him, pressing against him.

Shadowhelm lifted the goblet and tasted the drink. It was strong and tart; he swallowed it quickly, wondering why they had given him a bitter drink.

“Something wrong?” Lady Taraka asked.

Shadowhelm glanced down at the liquid. “What is this?”

“It’s wine.”

Shadowhelm shook his head. “What’s it made from?”

“Grapes.”

“Grapes?” He paused. “You mean like raisins?”

She laughed again. He found himself staring at her breasts. 

“I can’t tell a fireworm from a dragon, could you explain it to me?” She smiled.

“You mean a wyvern from a dragon?” Shadowhelm replied, but found his thoughts muddled. 

“Yes…” She took the empty goblet from his hand and pressed another in. “My Lord Fallan is most eager to meet you. After all, you saved us all from that nasty dragon.”

“Wyvern, and it was nothing…”

“Nothing?” She pressed against him again. “Nothing? Why it was positively brave.” She paused. “Oh look! There’s Fallan!” She grasped his hand and tugged him towards a paunchy and balding man that looked foolish in garish clothing. The man gazed at him with a gimlet eye as Taraka pulled Shadowhelm in front of him.

Shadowhelm fidgeted self-consciously as Lord Fallan looked him up and down. Even “cleaned up,” he knew he looked awful. His black eye felt as though it ballooned and had to be a mottled mess of purple and blue. He could barely see out of it. He still reeked from battle, despite the fresh clothes. 

“Did you just step off a manure cart?” Fallan asked, pressing a handkerchief to his nose.

“No, I came from battle,” Shadowhelm replied. He looked askance at Taraka.

Taraka pressed her hand to her mouth, covering the smile to the lord’s reaction. “My lord, this is no way to treat our great hero.”

“Hero or stable boy?”

Shadowhelm’s face flushed in anger and he stepped forward menacingly. “If I had known I was saving the likes of you, I would’ve let the wyvern tear your city and your perfumed ass apart.”

Fallan’s eyes went wide and his face grew pale and then very red. He began to sputter. “What—who are—how dare you!”

Taraka laughed and stepped between them. “My lord, I’m afraid our warrior is a bit wild from the battle.” She looked over the crowd. “Oh, look.” She waved her hand. “Prince Morfran is here. You’d best attend to him.”

Fallan’s beady eyes followed her hand to a Shara’kai man whom Shadowhelm guessed was in his twenties. While his clothes glittered with opulence, they looked rumpled and slept in. Morfran slouched next to a servant holding a wine tray. Beside him were two older people who wore crowns and were dressed in fine silk and ermine. Something felt wrong about them and Shadowhelm’s skin itched with magic. 

One was a woman, tall and haughty, with a thin face and bony frame. She bent down with pallid lips to whisper something into Morfran’s ear. Morfran turned his head and stared at Shadowhelm, his eyes hungry and lucid. He narrowed his gaze as he considered the mercenary. The other, a man with the bearing of a king turned and looked at Shadowhelm. His eyes glowed red for a moment and the itch became a burn. 

Shadowhelm stared back, and he felt as though someone or something was trying to enter his mind. He pushed back mentally, but as soon as he did, the feeling subsided.

He turned to Taraka. “Who are the two wearing crowns next to the prince?”

Taraka looked blankly at him. “Who are you talking about?”

Shadowhelm looked back and saw Morfran was standing alone, save for the servant who looked uncomfortable around the prince. “I—I thought I saw something.” He paused and added. “I guess I’m weary from battle and lack of food.”

Fallan’s eyebrow quirked upward. “I suppose I should go greet our prince. Lady Taraka.” He nodded at her and left. 

Shadowhelm glared at the man’s back for his rudeness, but then his eyes met Morfran. Something about the prince caused his skin to itch again and he turned to find his way back to the banquet tables. Surely the food isn’t just for looks, he thought.

Taraka laid her hand on Shadowhelm’s arm and sidled up to his ear. “Come on, my handsome warrior. Fallan is right; you smell atrocious. Let’s get you a bath and some clean clothes. You’ll make a much better impression.”

He glowered at her and then followed the tilt of her head. “I haven’t had anything to eat,” he grumbled.

She chuckled. “I’ll have servants bring us something.” She licked her lips. “Besides I bet you’re far handsomer with all that mud off of you.”

“Us?” He met her gaze and a slow smile spread across his face. Perhaps this won’t be an entire waste. “Won’t we be missed?”

She shrugged. “Who cares?” With that, she took his hand and led him out of the hall, with more than one set of envious eyes on them.

oOo
 

Morfran stared the red-gold haired Shara’kai across the room. Even fifty feet away, he could sense the power within the man. Magic that would enable him to call the undead and defeat Allarun.

You see him? His mother leaned to whisper in his ear. He’s powerful. You could become emperor if you had his magic.

Morfran nodded, his eyes fixed on the Shara’kai. Those who had blood mixed with Eleion often had untapped reserves of power. Magic he could use to rid himself from the ghosts of his parents.

He followed the man’s gaze to the ghosts. He can see them? he wondered. At that, he noticed his father’s ghost had furrowed his brow, and then vanished. His mother did likewise.

Morfran turned back to the mercenary, but to his surprise, the warrior was being led from the hall by Lady Taraka. His eyes narrowed. “Wanton hussy bitch,” he said to no one in particular. The servant moved away as Morfran strode to the doors. He pointedly ignored Lord Fallan as he strode by. Throwing open the doors, he looked around. Neither the mercenary nor Taraka were anywhere to be found.
  


Chapter Eleven
 

Shadowhelm awoke the next day, naked, and in a large down bed. His head pounded as he lay there, reminding him of the wine the night before. Sun streamed into the windows, and he groaned and rolled over, burying his face in the feather pillow. The bedclothes stank of sex and sweat mixed with the Lady Taraka’s perfume. 

He closed his eyes and wished the pounding would cease. Despite his Northman heritage, he didn’t have resistance to spirits of any sort. In his homelands, he would get quite drunk on a few cups of mead; wine made from grapes was just as bad, apparently.

It had taken quite a few baths with servants bringing buckets of hot water before he was clean enough for Taraka’s liking. He grinned in amusement remembering she insisted they bathe again after lovemaking. This had been the most he had bathed in months.

Taraka had sent for meats, breads, apples and cheeses from the kitchen, and was ready to have the servants flogged when they arrived barely warm. Shadowhelm assuaged her anger by eating the meal without complaints—all was very good and better food than he had eaten for some time. 

He slowly sat up and winced. The sun was too bright and his stomach roiled. He staggered over to the chamber pot and emptied what was left of his stomach contents. After that and relieving himself, he felt slightly better.

He looked around. A wardrobe, chair, mirror, and table joined the bed in furnishings. Rich tapestries hung on the wall and thick rugs covered the floors. The only light shone from the window, but it was bright enough.

He was surprised to see a tray of steaming hot tea, spiced breads and pastries set on the table near the door. He didn’t remember anyone coming into the room, but then, he didn’t remember Taraka leaving either. He remembered little after their lovemaking except perhaps falling asleep.

He looked around for clothing, but his old clothes were nowhere to be found. Frowning, he opened up the wardrobe across the room and saw fresh clothing and his mail, gambeson, swordbelt, and boots within. The sapphire-blue shirt and trews, finer than any material he had worn, felt like cotton between his rough fingers. He pulled his sword part way from its scabbard and saw it had been cleaned and well oiled. His mail, too, was cleaned and repaired.

“I trust those were yours?” Taraka walked into the room and smiled at his nakedness. She was clothed in a silken red gown, trimmed with velvet and ermine. “The guard said you left it in the guardroom when you came up. I took the liberty of having them repair it.”

“Thank you,” Shadowhelm said.

“Your clothing, though, I had that burned. It stank.”

Shadowhelm frowned. “The cloak, too?”

“Yes—I doubt our washerwomen would be able to get that clean.”

Shadowhelm slipped on the trews and shirt, noting that she was watching him. “I’d best get back to the troops before my sergeant decides to have me punished for desertion.”

“You were wonderful last night.”

Shadowhelm grinned. “It was good.”

“How do I compare with your barbarian women?” She sidled up and began untying his shirt while he sat down in the chair to put on his boots. 

“Barbarian women?” He cocked his head to look at her. 

“You’re from the north, yes? I hear they are savages there.” She nipped at his ear playfully.

Shadowhelm chuckled. “Savages?”

“Well, your accent is so thick, I can barely understand you.” She smiled. “So, how do I compare?”

“You are…incomparable.” He chose his words carefully. 

She clapped her hands in delight. “So charming, too. You must come back again tonight. We’ll have a proper feast this time.”

“Another feast? For what purpose?” Shadowhelm walked to the six-foot-tall mirror and noted it was expensive glass lined with silver, not polished metal. He stared at it. It must have cost a small fortune. He retied the shirt laces that Taraka had undone.

Taraka cocked her head. “Do we need a purpose?”

“No, but…” He looked at the mirror again. His face, as he expected, was mottled purple, but the swelling had gone down and he could at least see out of his eye. The redness was gone and his iris was back to its silver color. He was a quick healer, but it would still take a day or two for the skin’s discoloration to fade. “You have feasts every night?”

“Of course we do.” She laughed and kissed him, wrapping her arms around his neck and pressing against him.

He looked into her blue eyes and smiled. “I must go—I’m already late for duty, no doubt. The sergeant will have my hide.”

“No, he won’t,” she replied. “He knows you’re with me.”

Then, the entire army knows you’re Taraka’s plaything. The voice spoke up in his head. He frowned. He hadn’t intended on being anyone’s plaything, no matter how enjoyable the night’s encounter had been.

“What?” Taraka said with a pout. “You don’t find me attractive?”

“I do find you attractive and exceedingly tempting, but I really should get back,” he said.

“Would you like to come back for another evening?” She slid her fingers along his shirt’s laces and began to untie them.

He laughed and kissed her. “Is that an offer?”

“Absolutely.” She kissed him once more and slipped from his grasp. She left his room, giggling as she did.

oOo
 

Morning dawned bright as Morfran stared out the window. The man with Taraka last night held the key to his victory. If he could find out who the man was, he might be able to have him brought to his dungeons where he could make final preparation for transference of power. 

He had sent servants to find Taraka, but not surprisingly, they seemed to disappear and not return with news. Their impudence grew more common in recent months as fewer and fewer servants wished to deal with “the mad prince.” I should put the entire staff to death, he thought as he pondered his predicament. But he had done that once already and it became harder for what servants he did retain to hire anyone else. He paid more than twice the original wages and the lords and ladies often brought their own staff to wait on them.

His mind settled back to the Shara’kai’s features and clothing. He carried a sword—no noble would do that here, so he was most likely a soldier. Morfran remembered Lord Fallan near the man—he wondered if bringing the Shara’kai was the lord’s decision. If it were, it was in bad taste. No one brought someone as low and common as a soldier into the ballrooms. 

You need that warrior, the ghost of his father suddenly appeared beside his elbow. He has the power. You can call up the undead with his magic.

Morfran turned towards his father. “And why did you leave me in the ballroom?”

We had other matters to attend. 

I think he saw you, Morfran thought and walked to the table and poured some red wine in a glass.

You need to capture him. The ghost loomed over him

“I need to find out who he is first. The servants won’t do as I bid because they sense you.” Morfran turned to the ghost. “But you could find out.”

His father hesitated. I cannot.

“Why not?” Morfran considered the apparition. “Is it because he saw you?”

Nonsense, the spirit said. 

“Why not?” Morfran pressed.

Because I cannot. With that, the ghost vanished, leaving Morfran sipping the blood-red wine and considering what had just transpired.

Taraka, he thought. My treacherous, beautiful lady Taraka. He stepped over to the bell cord and pulled it, ringing the bell on the end.

A servant appeared. “My lord?”

“Find me Lady Taraka, at once.”

oOo
 

Shadowhelm donned his armor and opened the door. He was glad Taraka had left because putting on armor was always ungainly and would’ve result in peals of laughter as he crawled into the mail. He looked at the cloak she had furnished. It was a vermillion cloak trimmed with an elegant gold brocade of black dragons. He ran his fingers along the fine cloth. Unlike his thick woolen cloak soaked in lanolin, this cloak was light—too light for cold northern climes. But Caer Kinnamac was southerly and his heavy cloak was most likely considered as out of place as snowshoes.

He sighed. The red would make him stand out—something he didn’t want to do. Maybe he could sell it and purchase a less showy piece. Or maybe, he could filch one from the guards’ room. He didn’t like the idea of taking something that someone actually needed, so he discounted that idea and thought about simply asking Bran if there was an extra one. Or, he might be able to take one from a corpse in battle, if it wasn’t too ripped up and didn’t have too much blood on it.

He slipped out of the door and into the hallway, and then stopped. He had no idea where he was in the castle and no idea how to get out. Taraka had taken him to a room through various hallways and up a few flights of stairs. He had been drunk, too, which made his recollection sketchy, at best. Still, he figured looking for a way down would probably bring him to the entrance faster than wandering around these hallways. He might be able to find a servant who could tell him how to get out.

Shadowhelm found a stairwell and walked down. The stairs ended on another floor, and at once, he felt the itch of magic along his neck. He hesitated and stared into the dark corridor. In the flickering light of the wall sconces, he thought he saw movement in the hall’s far end. He stared into the blackness, uncertain he had seen something. Still, he felt a cold shiver run through him, and a faint bitter odor, reminding him of the stench of death, came to his nostrils.

He sucked a breath in and looked back up the stairs. I’m being stupid over nothing, he thought and stepped onto the landing. 

Can’t you sense it? The voice within him spoke in reply. Shadowhelm thought it odd it hadn’t said much the evening before. His mind wandered to Taraka and he grinned foolishly, despite his precarious situation. Focus! the voice snapped, and Shadowhelm stared ahead, his mind on his current situation.

Sense what? He looked around. He could feel the magic, but sensed little beyond that. Then, faintly, he heard a slight scuffling noise. He drew his sword and walked slowly toward the hallway. He then saw the creature.

“Saw” was perhaps the wrong word, he admitted; Shadowhelm felt it more than saw it. It was black-on-black, darker than the hall without shadows. He drew back into a defensive stance and held his sword above his head, pointed at the thing. The creature took on an amorphous shape, and yet as Shadowhelm’s eyes adjusted to the lack of light, it coalesced into something more discernible. Glowing red eyes peered from a “face” devoid of features except a maw with very sharp teeth. Its misshapen body sprouted six limbs with four-fingered claws, bearing razor talons at the end. Small, yes, maybe three feet tall at the most, but Shadowhelm knew size didn’t matter here. Whatever it was, magic exuded from it.

It’s a demon, the voice said. A heathstalker.

Heathstalker? What is it doing in this castle? he wondered. He had seen heathstalkers in the north where he lived, but only from a distance. They inhabited the wild lands to the east of his people’s holdings and usually came out at night. The heathstalkers he had seen were usually bigger, capable of shapeshifting, and stupid. 

The demon hissed at him, showing its fangs. They glowed blue in the dim light. Shadowhelm narrowed his gaze and frowned. He doubted he could kill it with a forged steel blade—he needed adamantine. Adamantine was rare and expensive; Shadowhelm’s foster father had owned such a blade, but Shadowhelm had none. He doubted the metal would be mined this far south.

But the demon seemed reluctant to attack, despite Shadowhelm’s disadvantage. They stood facing each other for several long minutes before the demon turned and vanished through the wall.

Shadowhelm blinked, but did not lower his guard. He took a few steps forward toward the staircase and, looking down it, saw it went down to the main floor. He quickly took the staircase, only pausing to sheath his sword after entering the main hall. He walked out of the palace without much notice.
  


Chapter Twelve
 

The noonday bell pealed in the city before Taraka walked into Morfran’s chamber. Beautiful, as always, she now wore a crimson gown of silk and velvet, trimmed with fur. Her blonde hair tousled in an enticing manner always made her look slightly wild. “My love, Morfran…” she began.

“Oh, stop the sniveling,” Morfran grumbled. “We both know you don’t love me.”

Taraka pressed her lips in a pout. “How can you say that, my lord?”

“Easily. Who’s the ruffian you bedded last night?”

Her eyes went wide. “My lord, I…”

Morfran poured a glass of wine and handed it to her. “Don’t play coy, Taraka, it doesn’t work on me anymore. I know you’ve slept with at least half the court…not that I care, mind you. I want to know who that Shara’kai with the red-gold hair was.”

She took a sip of the wine. “Why, do you care?” she snapped. “He’s a soldier—one of the mercenaries in the army.”

“He must be more than that,” he mused. “Fallan wouldn’t have allowed him in the hall.”

“Who says Fallan brought him?”

Morfran smirked. “I do. That weasel has been after my throne for some time and acts like he’s already in charge. Unless you brought him—which I doubt—Fallan would’ve had the man brought here. I want to know who he is.”

“His name is Shadowhelm and he’s the man who saved this wretched city from the wyvern.” She smiled. “Far more of a man than you are.”

Morfran snorted now with laughter. “Do you think so? An interesting contest, I suppose.” He looked outside languidly. “So, tell me, where does your hero hail from?”

“He’s Northman and a barbarian.”

“Ah, you always liked the dangerous types.” He took another sip of wine. “I would very much like to meet your new pet.”

“Why?” Her tone suggested she didn’t trust him.

“I want to thank him for his heroism. Give him a reward.” 

“Really?”

Morfran cocked an eyebrow at her as he turned to meet her gaze. “Yes, I would.” He rang the bell again and a servant appeared. “Escort Taraka out, and notify…whoever is in charge of the army…that I want to meet this mercenary named Shadowhelm in person. I wish to reward him.”

The servant bowed and waved Lady Taraka towards the door. She frowned and left. Morfran smiled. At last, I will have you…


oOo
 

“It was what?” Ashur said, when Shadowhelm returned to the encampment. The Shara’kai had managed to slip out of the city without drawing attention from the guards. He noted that none of the guards on duty were the ones who gave him such trouble the night before. He hoped he wouldn’t have to deal with them again.

Ashur and the other mercenaries busied themselves repairing armor and cleaning weapons. The large black man ran a sharpening stone over the cutlass-type saber he carried—a common weapon in these southern cities. He looked at Shadowhelm with a furrowed brow as the Shara’kai told his story over what he had seen.

 “A heathstalker,” Shadowhelm repeated. “I saw a heathstalker in the castle.” He looked askance at Kels, who shrugged. 

“Heathstalkers don’t live in towns,” Kels said. “They live in the moors and heath—that’s where they get their name. What would one be doing in the castle?”

“I don’t know,” Shadowhelm shrugged. “The whole place reeks of magic.”

“Sounds like too much of a hangover.” Saeth smirked as she hammered a rivet back into her armor. “Now, this Taraka wench—I’d like to hear what she showed you. That’s much more interesting.”

The men laughed. “Going to show him how it’s done?” Kels sneered.

Shadowhelm felt his face grow hot as she leered at him. “Oh, I think he knows how it’s done—but he could probably learn a thing or two under me.” Saeth licked her lips. “I bet she’s not that good.” She looked askance at the Shara’kai. 

“Don’t embarrass the lad, Saeth, he probably doesn’t remember much,” Ashur remarked.

“I—I was pretty drunk,” Shadowhelm admitted. “But, she was good…”

“Pish!” She threw down her armor and stood up. She stomped over to him and grabbed his hand. “Come on, let’s go.” She tugged on him.

“What?” Shadowhelm looked blankly at her and then at Ashur and Kels, who were laughing.

“Don’t argue with her, Shara’kai. If she wants to bed you, she’ll have you,” Kels warned.

Shadowhelm was about to argue, but Saeth pressed her lips hard against his, slipping her tongue between his teeth. He took her in his arms and kissed her, despite the jeers and hoots from the other mercenaries. “Come on,” she said when they broke apart. “I’ll show you what a real woman can do.”

He grinned, letting her lead the way.

oOo
 

Saeth led him to the other side of the corral where the horses grazed. Other than the guard on duty, they were alone. The guard said nothing, although he watched in amusement as Saeth pulled Shadowhelm to the ground.

They kept most of their clothes on, which made their lovemaking challenging, but given the company, Shadowhelm was glad for that. He decided the patch of grass where Saeth led him was far too prickly for lovemaking, but her attentions kept him pleasantly distracted from the discomfort. He found himself lying on his back, staring up at the clouds, sweaty and stinking of sex. 

“And…?” Saeth asked, looking into his face.

“The bed was nicer.” Shadowhelm grinned and then rolled as she swung her fist at him. He slid on top of her, laughing as he did, and kissed her. 

Saeth laughed too, not the giggle of a girl, but the laugh of a soldier. “So, the bed was better?”

“Cleaner.”

“And?” She reached up and nibbled his chin.

He kissed her. “Now, a gentleman doesn’t tell.”

“You’re no gentleman.”

“You wound me.”

She snorted. “I doubt it.” She looked at him earnestly. “Well?”

He grinned. “Incomparable.”

She reached up and nibbled his ear. “Want another go?”

oOo
 

The sergeant read the orders for the fifth time and frowned. What in the name of Tarentor does Morfran want with him? he wondered. He set the papers down on his table and sighed. Unfortunate. Morfran was mad at best and malevolent at his very worst. It was truly unlucky the Shara’kai had earned the mad prince’s notice.

“Sergeant?” His guards spoke out. “Ashur is here.”

“Ashur? Come in.” The sergeant liked the big mercenary. 

Ashur strode in. “I heard you’re looking for Shadowhelm.”

“I am,” the sergeant said. “It seems he’s caught Morfran’s attention.”

Ashur raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

“You know where he is?”

“No idea. My guess is that he’s still at the castle.” Ashur considered the sergeant. “What would Morfran want with Shadowhelm?”

“I was hoping you’d tell me that.” The sergeant looked down at the paper. “Most folks Morfran takes an interest in disappear.”

Ashur nodded. “I’ll tell him to become scarce.”

“You’ll do no such thing. Word gets out and Morfran will have our hides. Just keep him out of the way and make sure nothing happens to him. Maybe the mad prince will lose interest and will get involved in something else.”

oOo
 

“How can a mercenary disappear?” Morfran growled. He glared at the messenger, who cowered before him.

“My prince, I do not know. The army reports the Shara’kai disappeared, presumably in the castle.”

“He’s not here—I would feel him.” Morfran replied. “Get out of my sight.”

The man whimpered and scrambled out of the chamber. Morfran stared after him as the door swung shut. 

You’re that sure? Lady Hakana’s ghost appeared behind him. You didn’t sense him before.

Morfran considered her words. “No, I didn’t, did I?” He frowned. He didn’t remember a time when he couldn’t sense those with power within the city. This mercenary, though, he had not sensed. It was almost as though the mercenary knew he had power and shielded it. That meant his magic was greater than even Morfran could guess. 

He sat down in his chair and closed his eyes, concentrating on the mercenary. Like Morfran, this man was a Shara’kai—a half-blood. Unlike Morfran, the mercenary’s heritage was from the Lochvaur kindred, and not the Eltar.

One of the greatest warriors of all time, Lachlan Ah’rhyn, came from Lochvaur blood. How close was this Shadowhelm related to the great champion?

A good question, Morfred remarked. He could be the one of the Prophecy.

“The Prophecy? The Prophecy?” Morfran repeated. “The Prophecy that Lachlan Ah’rhyn will return to kill Allarun? You mean that mixed blood would…?”

The ghost nodded. He may be Lachlan Ah’rhyn’s incarnation, returned to destroy the emperor.

“Then, if I kill him, Allarun has no fear.”

If you drain his power, his power will be yours and you will be able to defeat the emperor, spoke Lady Hakana. You could become emperor over all.

“Emperor over all.” He smiled grimly. “Yes, I think I would like that very much.”
  


Chapter Thirteen
 

Shadowhelm awoke a few hours later to a quizzical nose in his face. He had fallen asleep after making love to Saeth, and sometime while he slept, she had slipped away. The sky was already darkening, and he was hungry, having had nothing all day except breakfast—and Saeth. The nose pressed against his forehead and a slimy tongue licked his face. He looked up at his Fae horse, somewhat ruefully.

“I was wondering where you got to.” Shadowhelm sat up and scratched the horse absentmindedly under the chin.

The bay nudged him. The aromas of cooking food combined with the earthy scent of horse and manure. It reminded him how hungry he was. If he was going to keep the ladies happy, he’d need food. But now, his mind puzzled over the heathstalker. 

Kels was right that heathstalkers didn’t go into towns, let alone castles. This thing wasn’t quite a heathstalker either, even though the other voice in his head insisted it was one. A demon of some kind; something that might have been sent by the emperor, Allarun. Sending a demon to work mischief seemed likely, given Allarun’s troops had already attacked and were likely to lay siege here. 

“You know anything about heathstalkers?” Shadowhelm asked the Fae horse. The gelding cocked its head as though considering the question. It pawed the grass nervously. He patted it. “I think there’s a heathstalker in the castle.”

The horse eyed him warily. 

“No, I don’t think it comes out here, but I might be wrong.” Shadowhelm took the reins and led the horse towards the corral. “They don’t like you much here—can you try to tone down your orneriness?”

The Fae horse snorted and rubbed its head against his chest. Shadowhelm sighed and pulled off the saddle and bridle, letting the Fae horse join the others in the corral. The bay snorted and trotted towards the other horses, who steered clear of the creature. 

Shadowhelm watched them for a while before returning to camp.

oOo
 

Shadowhelm found Ashur, Kels, and Saeth sitting beside the fire with bowls filled with something steaming rising in the evening’s air. A pot sat over the fire where a thick soup with carrots, onions, turnips, and beans bubbled. The Shara’kai grasped an empty bowl that sat on the fire ring and ladled the soup into it.

“How was it?” Kels asked as Shadowhelm took a mouthful of the soup. He almost spat it out in surprise, and then began to cough while the three others roared with laughter.

“He’s not bad,” Saeth said. “Inexperienced, though.”

“Give the lad time, Saeth,” Kels said, winking at Shadowhelm. “He probably never spent a night with a woman before last night.”

Shadowhelm felt his face redden, but hid it by pretending interest in the soup. Despite the lack of meat, it was at least hot. 

“Where’d you get that shiner?” Ashur asked. “I meant to ask you that before Saeth interrupted us…”

Saeth stuck out her tongue and wagged her shoulders back and forth. Kels grasped her arm and pulled her into a kiss. She slapped him hard, knocking him off the log he sat on. 

Shadowhelm shrugged. “It’s nothing. Had a run-in with the gate guards trying to get to the palace.”

“Really?” Ashur craned his neck towards the gate as though he could see anything in the gloaming. “I ought to have a word with them.”

“Nah, let it be. I think I broke a guard’s jaw.”

“That’s our lad!” Kels slapped Shadowhelm on the back, nearly causing the Shara’kai to spill his soup. “We’ll make you a proper mercenary yet.” He tore off a hunk of bread from a loaf beside him and handed it to Shadowhelm.

Shadowhelm grinned and took it. It was stale and hard, but it softened enough when dipped in the soup. It had been soaked with meat juices at one time. “Trenchers?”

“Yeah, that’s all they see fit to feed us,” Kels said ruefully. “That and the few vegetables we’ve got.”

“How they expect us to fight is beyond me,” Saeth grumbled. “I bet the food in the castle is a lot better.”

“It is, but the company isn’t,” Shadowhelm said. That earned him a draught from Kel’s flask. The alcohol burned his mouth and throat, but it also went to work on his senses immediately. He coughed. “What is this stuff?”

Kels shrug. “Whiskey, I think. The guard who gave it to me wasn’t too specific where it came from.”

They all laughed, and Shadowhelm passed the flask to Ashur, who took a swig. 

“The sergeant wanted to see you,” Ashur said. “I told him you were still with the lords and ladies in the castle. That seemed to satisfy him, but you can’t be larking about even though Allarun’s army has retreated.” 

“Do I need to see him?” Shadowhelm frowned in consternation.

“No, I took care of things. You stick with us now, all right?”

Shadowhelm nodded and took the flask back from Ashur. Taking a swig from the flask, he passed it back to Kels. “What was it?”

“Nothing to be concerned about.” Ashur said and took another bite of soup. 

Shadowhelm considered the big mercenary. Ashur was holding back something, but what, Shadowhelm couldn’t be sure. He was about to ask, but Ashur’s look told him the matter was closed and he shouldn’t pry further. Shadowhelm went back to eating.

There’s something going on, the voice said. Shadowhelm mentally agreed.

oOo
 

Morfran looked down at the encampment, as if seeing it the first time. From the keep’s window, the army looked like little more than scurrying ants moving about in random movements. So ant-like, he thought. I could just crush them under a heel and no one would care.

He’s down there, somewhere…

Morfran’s father appeared by his side. Summon demons to get him…they will bring him to you…

Yes, that was it. Demons. Morfran had summoned the heathstalkers before. They were stupid, but capable of following commands. They would bring this Shadowhelm to him, incapacitated by their venom, and ready to sacrifice…

He walked to the bell and rang it. “Bring me Lady Taraka.”

The servant bowed and scuttled away.

Morfran fidgeted, waiting for the servants to bring Taraka to him. The sun had set and he didn’t have much time if he wanted to open a portal from this world into Tarentor, the world of the demons. The heathstalkers would only enter the world in the darkness, preferring the shadows to the light of the sun, Sowelu.

He heard a rap at the door and bade the guards on the other side to open it. Lady Taraka entered, just as beautiful as she was earlier in the day, only this time, wearing a silky white gown that emphasized her curves. It was a shame to mar such a lovely dress with blood, he thought.

“Lady Taraka,” Morfran smiled broadly. “You are looking lovely as ever.”

“Why, thank you, my prince,” she said, her voice cheerful, but her eyes held a guarded look. “What gives me the honor of your presence twice in one day?”

She suspects something…

“Why your ravenous beauty, of course,” Morfran said, silently chuckling to himself. “I would love it if you would accompany me to the feast this evening.”

“The feast?” 

“Why yes, I would love your company.”

She hesitated. “My prince, I am at a loss. I thought you were displeased with me.”

“Not at all, not at all.” He motioned to two wine glasses, filled with blood-red wine. “I am so sorry I have not spent time with you lately. For this, I truly apologize. You see, I’ve been tormented by the deaths’ of my parents…”

Taraka nodded. “Their deaths were rather sudden.”

“Yes, indeed.” Morfran picked up the two glasses by their stems and held out one to Taraka. “Some say I murdered them.”

Taraka paused. Morfran could see the fear in her eyes. Ah, so she believes that, too. Pity. “Here, drink. Nothing will befall you, I assure you.”

Taraka nodded and gingerly took the glass from him. She watched him closely as he drank deeply from his own glass before sipping from hers. She would taste the sweet wine—and something else. Something like cherries…

The glass dropped from her hands, shattering in a loud tinkle, and her eyes went wide. “No…” she whispered, before collapsing to the floor. Red wine staining the white gown. 
  


Chapter Fourteen
 

Lady Taraka was heavier than she looked. 

She wasn’t dead, but heavily drugged. Still, Morfran needed her life to open the portal to Tarentor. Opening a Gateway to the branches of the World Tree was difficult at best. Unless one had the fabled Runestones or used the Gateway in the Neversummer Mountains, only the gods or some First-bloods—those with gods’ blood in them—had the power to open them without the life-force of another. Morfran had found some interesting texts in his parents’ library—interesting because they had hidden them away, no doubt deemed too dangerous for him. But he had found them. Somehow, they seemed to call to him. His blood seemed to burn every time he walked near the hiding place…

Morfran was a First-blood, or at least that’s what he believed. Distant, yes; mixed with Ansgar, yes; but through the centuries of inbreeding, the blood proved true. Moryn had experienced that as well, but didn’t have the discipline to work such magic. Moryn was always looking for the easy way out. Morfran had patience. Still, try as he might, he couldn’t open the portal without using a life-force. He suspected his diluted Shara’kai blood was to blame.

He slung Taraka’s drugged body over his shoulders and pressed the hidden panel that opened the door to his spell chamber where he had hid the books. The room had another passage that led to a staircase that descended into the dungeons below. If he were stealthy enough, he might be able to hide her body when he was done. Assuming the demons didn’t eat it… 

He half-carried, half-dragged Taraka to his spell chamber. A smallish room with little more than stone walls, a few bookshelves with ancient tomes, a workbench and table, and four candles at the cardinal points comprised his spell room. Bare stone floor sat in the middle of it all.

Dropping her on the cold floor in the center, he shut the door and began outlining the gateway with charcoal around her. The demons would need containment—the circle would do well enough if her life-force was strong enough to hold the barrier. Uttering words he had memorized, Morfran stepped into the circle and produced a dagger. He slit Taraka’s throat, letting her blood pour dark and thick down her alabaster neck. Her life began to ebb as the blood poured…

Morfran chanted words—nonsensical to him, but which seemed to have some meaning—and stepped outside the circle, tracing the charcoal marks with the bloody dagger. Focusing on the marks, he drew from his own power and Taraka’s life—the connection of her blood giving him power.

He felt Taraka’s connection to Shadowhelm and smiled. Foolish mercenary had made love to her which connected her to him. It made for a closer bond and one he could use to summon the demons…

Mist grew in the circle, cold and dark. As it grew, it took form—the form of a heathstalker. Its head and neck was that of a serpent; its body was man-like enough but its arms and legs descended into large talons and claws that could rend flesh. Its bat-like wings flapped slowly and then arched like a dark shadow behind it. The demon bent over Taraka’s body and tore flesh from it, snapping up bloody morsels in its sharp teeth.

Morfran stepped back. “Take five more demons and find the one named Shadowhelm. Bring him to me alive. He is the Lochvaur
Shara’kai mercenary in the army below.” 

The demon hissed and its slitted red eyes considered the body below it. That one is linked to this?

“Yes,” he said. “She was his lover.”

The demon considered her and then looked up. We will need to feed.

“Do what is necessary. Bring me the mercenary alive.”

The demon vanished and Morfran smiled.

oOo
 

Shadowhelm woke to movement in the camp. A light sleeper when not plied with liquor or hung over from drunkenness and sex, he became wide awake as a figure silhouetted itself in the light of the two moons. The moons in their half phase were waxing to full and they filled the landscape with their silvery light. His hand strayed to his sword. For a moment, the form appeared to be a man, but as it turned, it became apparent the creature was none other than the Fae horse.

Shadowhelm blinked. Had he seen it in its true form as a Fae creature? And why was it still with him when the Sea Wolf had fulfilled its promise? “What are you doing…?” he began, but the horse snorted softly and shook its mane. Shadowhelm glanced at his companions. Ashur slept nearby; the rhythmic snores told Shadowhelm he was still asleep. Kels and Saeth lay in their own blankets by the cooking fire and asleep as well. If the watch had seen the Fae creature, they hadn’t raised the alarm, and the other camps were quiescent. Shadowhelm frowned. Did the creature use its magic to slip through the camp unnoticed? If so, Shadowhelm hadn’t sensed it. He thought that was peculiar, but Fae magic felt different than other types of magic. He might have simply slept through it.

The horse nickered and nudged him.

Shadowhelm shook his head. “I can’t,” he whispered. “Ashur says I need to stay here.”

The horse nudged him again, this time, more insistent. 

“I can’t…”

Saeth sighed and nestled deeper into her blankets. Shadowhelm fell silent and froze, not wanting to disturb his companions. Arguing with a horse would look decidedly odd and he doubted he could explain his behavior. 

That moment, the horse grabbed his blanket with its teeth and pulled it off him. Shadowhelm stumbled to his feet, glaring at the animal. He was ready to grab the blanket and throw himself back down, when something stopped him.

Standing in the moonlight, he felt the itch of magic being worked. Not Fae magic, like the horse, but dark magic, like the feeling he had right before he saw the demon. The horse tossed its head and neighed loudly, but before Shadowhelm could curse the gelding for awaking the soldiers, a loud scream pierced the air. 

Several creatures dark and winged, like that of a bat, came swooping down past the watchfires. They shrieked as they flew past, talons outstretched to grab the hapless soldier. Men’s screams soon followed those shrieks.

In the chaos, Shadowhelm stood with sword drawn, but motionless, unsure of what to do. The winged demons flew across the encampment and the soldiers scattered; some dove for cover, others fled, and still others lay prone, hoping the nightmares passed. Ashur, Kels and Saeth were on their feet and joined the young mercenary in a circle, facing outward. The Fae horse screamed and reared as a demon attacked it.

Without thinking, Shadowhelm leapt forward and charged the demon, heedless of his companions’ cries to return. The demon plunged its talons into the horse’s back and neck; venom and blood sprayed everywhere. The horse slammed its hooves into the demon, but without iron shoes, the impact did little more than knock the demon off. Shadowhelm swung his sword and the blade skittered across the tough demon hide.

The creature turned and saw the Shara’kai. It roared at him, showing sharp rows of curved teeth. 

“Damn Athel’cen and purebloods,” Shadowhelm swore, “that was stupid.” With that, he dove to the ground and rolled as the demon leapt at him. It pounced on him like a cat, raking him with its talons. His mail tore, and the claws dug through the gambeson and into his skin. The venom burned into his shoulder and seared like a hot coal. He screamed and thrust upward as the demon bore down on him. His sword shuddered as it penetrated the thick hide and then snapped as though made from kindling.

The demon shrieked in pain and something knocked it off him. Shadowhelm struggled to stand, but the venom already affected him. His vision blurred and he staggered. For a moment, he wavered before his knees gave out, and he collapsed and knew no more.

oOo
 

“Shadowhelm!” Ashur shouted as the Shara’kai broke ranks. The young mercenary either ignored or didn’t hear the older soldier’s cries and swung his sword at the demon attacking a bay gelding. The gelding had a Fae look about it, both ethereal and beautiful, even in the throes of a demon’s attack. The horse screamed as the demon raked it. Shadowhelm slammed his blade into the demon, but the blade bounced off the hide.

“Gods, almighty,” Saeth gasped. “How are we supposed to kill that?”

As if in response, another shriek and a demon appeared overhead, its talons outstretched towards her. Saeth screamed, a low, guttural war-cry and stabbed her pike upward. The claws caught on the steel pole arm and snapped it. The demon lunged at her, sinking its talons deep into her armor.

Saeth yelled again, this time in pain. Ashur slammed his poll axe into the demon and the adamantine blade bit deep into the monster’s hide. It shrieked and whipped around but Ashur was already moving away from the demon and brought the axe down again. Kels brought his own falchion up and hacked at the demon. The demon took another swipe, barely missing Kels. Kels slammed the falchion hard and the blade cut into the wing. Black blood sprayed everywhere and Ashur swung the poll axe and lopped a talon from the demon.

The demon screamed and raked Saeth one more time before turning to the men. It roared, showing rows of sharp, pointed teeth at Ashur. Ashur rammed his poll axe into the demon’s mouth and the adamantine points cut through the mouth, bone, and pierced the creatures’ brain. The demon shuddered and dropped on top of Saeth, who lay beneath, broken and bleeding.

“Help me get it off her.” Kels pushed at the corpse. Ashur looked around before joining the older Shara’kai.
Where is Shadowhelm?

Together, they rolled the body of the demon off Saeth. Kels picked her up and brought her over to the dying campfire. At once, Ashur knew she wouldn’t survive. Her body was bent in an odd fashion and long weals where the demon ripped open her armor oozed blood mixed with demon venom. “Saeth…Saeth…” Kels whispered to her.

“Where’s Shadowhelm?” Ashur spoke his concerns out loud.

“I don’t know…” Kels’ voice was strained. “Saeth, can you hear me?”

Ashur looked around. He saw neither the young mercenary nor the Fae horse anywhere. He turned back to Saeth. “Let’s keep her warm.”

“We need a healer!” Kels shouted. He looked around frantically, but the other soldiers were either fighting off demons or tending to their own wounded.

Ashur knelt beside Saeth. Her face, ashen gray, only confirmed what he already knew. No healer in the world could save her. Her blue lips tried to form words, but none came out. “Hang on, Saeth,” he whispered.

oOo
 

Shadowhelm awoke cold and shaking. Even though he had opened his eyes, he could see nothing except shadows. He licked his lips, but he had no saliva left and his mouth felt as though it was stuffed with cotton. His stomach roiled and he retched, even though nothing came out. Worst of all was the pinpricks of fire coursing from his shoulder throughout his body. Demon poison.

He shivered involuntarily, feeling cold and sweaty. Someone put a blanket on him. He tried to toss it off. Gentle hands pressed against his forehead and then pressed a cup to his lips. He tried to pull his head away.

“Stop it. You won’t get better if you don’t drink.”

The words weren’t Northman nor were they the southern Ansgar tongue people spoke in Caer Kinnamac. Still, oddly, he understood them. “Where…?” he tried to speak, but the word came out as an unintelligible gasp.

“Shhh, quiet. You need to let the antidote work and let your body heal. You’re safe and no one will harm you.”

Exhausted from simply trying to stay awake, Shadowhelm closed his eyes and let himself sink into oblivion.

oOo
 

Kels and Ashur spent the night tending to Saeth’s wounds. The demon had broken her back and ribs and ripped long gouges through her chest and into her gut. That alone would have killed her, but the demon poison was the final insult. She thrashed in agony when she came to, and they were almost relieved when she fell unconscious. They could do nothing against the poison but watch and wait.

Saeth died before dawn.

Daylight did nothing to shed light on the night’s battle. Several soldiers had disappeared besides Shadowhelm, making it likely that while Ashur and Kels fought the demon attacking Saeth, another demon had taken the Shara’kai and his Fae horse.

Ashur sat on the log in silence beside the dead fire and stared at the embers. Kels had taken Saeth’s body to be buried in the mass grave near the horse paddocks. Ashur offered to go, but Kels insisted he wanted to take her alone. Ashur shook his head. He had lost many friends in battle, but losing both Saeth and the young Shara’kai affected him more than the others.

You’re getting soft, he told himself. Maybe it was time to settle down.

Or maybe the Shara’kai had reminded him of an Eleion legend. A legend about the return of a great warrior who would kill Emperor Allarun. A pureblood Eleion had told him the story of the great Lochvaur king, Lachlan Ah’rhyn, the son of the warrior god. Lachlan had sworn vengeance in his death curse when Allarun betrayed and murdered him.

The boy is a Lochvaur—was a Lochvaur, he reminded himself. Shadowhelm’s disappearance most likely meant he was taken away and probably had his entrails ripped out by the heathstalker demons. Morfran had been looking for the boy as well—anyone who knew of Morfran had heard the rumors that he looked for souls to steal. What better soul than the reincarnation of Lachlan Ah’rhyn?

He shook his head. Like it or not, Shadowhelm was probably as dead as Saeth. Perhaps it was time for him to take his money and leave—even if the contract held him for another half year…
  


Chapter Fifteen
 

“Where is he?” Morfran shouted at the demon as it stood contained within the circle. The monster snarled and snapped its maw at the prince, not bothering to hide its agitation. “I sent you to find me Shadowhelm and you come back empty-handed.”

In the dim light of the summoning room, the demon’s eyes glowed dangerously red. He was hidden…

“Hidden?” Morfran repeated. “Your demons decimate my army and all you can say was he was hidden?”

Something strong protects him.

“Of course it does,” Morfran sneered. “A muscle-bound mercenary and you can’t capture him.”

There was a Fae with him.

Morfran shook his head. “So?”

A powerful Fae.

Morfran waved his hand dismissively. “I don’t care. You have failed me.”

The demon hissed. It tried to claw at Morfran, but the circle kept it contained.

“You know the price of failure.”

The demon frantically clawed at the invisible barrier that separated it from Morfran. Morfran laughed and touched the air between them. At once, the barrier shattered and the demon shuddered, its body scattering like dark smoke. Morfran raised both hands and the smoke came to him, swirled about him and entered his body. 

The prince breathed deeply, almost sighing with relief as the demon’s power merged with his own. Perhaps he did not have Shadowhelm, but the demon’s energy was satisfactory for the moment.

Morfran looked around the spell room as if for the first time. The candles sputtered and flickered, causing shadows to dance along the walls. The floor where Taraka had lain was still stained dark with her blood. The shadows flickered as though his parents’ ghosts had followed him, but he knew they dared not. Not here, with so many wards and traps. Sometimes he wished they would so he could capture them and be rid of them forever.

He ascended the staircase and stepped into his room, careful to shut the door behind him. He rang the bell. A portly servant opened the door.

“Yes, my prince?” The man fidgeted and Morfran’s eyes flickered to the man’s stubby fingers for a moment. 

“No one has found the warrior named Shadowhelm?”

“No, my lord, but I am certain they are looking for him.” The man’s dark eyes flickered nervously. 

Morfran idly wondered if he had gotten blood on his clothes. He pressed his mouth together in a thin-lipped smile. “I’m sure they are. Perhaps they need proper motivation.” He paused. “Make notices that whoever brings me Shadowhelm alive will receive one hundred pieces in silver coin—no, make that gold coin.”

The man’s eyes widened. “One hundred pieces? Gold?”

Morfran nodded. A small fortune. Enough to make a man give up his own mother. “One hundred pieces. Now, go.”

“Yes, my lord.” The man began to bow. Morfran slammed the door.

oOo
 

Shadowhelm did not know how much time had passed since he fought the demon, but he had become conscious three more times with someone nearby before blacking out. Each time, he had felt a little better, but he was still blind, his senses dulled, and the demon poison still burned in his veins. By the fourth period of lucidity, he began to wonder who this person was who gave him the poison’s antidote. The voice was lyrical and gentle. It sounded Fae.

Why would the Fae care about my life? he wondered. They owe me nothing—certainly not anything this important. He knew the Sea Wolf had been grateful for the return of its pup, but he doubted it would grant him anything beyond what was in their bargain.

The voice had been oddly quiet each time he woke, but his dreams were vivid and took the form of a red-gold haired champion with a sword of power. Each time he awoke, the dreams flitted away and the more he tried to grasp onto them, the more they became ethereal, like grasping at water or air. Was that a portent of the future? he wondered. Or something else?

He felt a cool compress on his head in response to the demon-fever. He waved his arm to try to bat the hand away, but gentle hands pulled his arm back down. 

“Don’t—the fever will subside soon enough, Champion, and you’ll be able to continue.”

“Who…are…?” His voice croaked from beyond the cotton-dry throat.

“Someone who knows who you are, and why you should live.” The voice was gentle, but androgynous. Shadowhelm had no idea if a male or female Fae cared for him. “If you die, then all hope is lost.”

Shadowhelm coughed a laugh. “Mis-take…no…body…”

“Shhh, Champion…” He felt the arms lift his head and pour a liquid into his mouth. The strong flavors couldn’t quite mask the bitter taste of willow bark and other medicines, but he swallowed it just the same.

oOo
 

Ashur had finished packing the last of his kit when Kels returned holding a piece of paper in his hands. The black mercenary glanced up before tugging on the straps that held his bedroll together. “Well?”

Kels tossed down the paper. “Can you read it?”

Ashur snorted and picked up the parchment. “Can’t you read?”

“Not this language.”

Ashur shook his head. “You Northmen; you wouldn’t be considered barbarians if you learned...” He trailed off as he read the notice. He looked up in puzzlement. “Did anyone tell you?”

“Something about gold.”

Ashur stared at the parchment. “Our boy, Sceaduhelm, has caught someone’s eye. Seems they’ll pay a hundred gold coins for bringing him in alive.”

Kels whistled. “One hundred gold coins? What could he have done?”

 Ashur shook his head. “I don’t know.” He tossed the parchment into the firepit.

“Hey!” Kels snatched it out of the pit and brushed the soot off.

“What?” Ashur said. “You can’t even read it.”

“True, but it’s an offer to get us out of here.”

“Don’t think it,” Ashur growled. “Anyway, Sceaduhelm is more likely dead than not. Have you seen him since the attack?”

Kels frowned and lowered his eyes. “No…”

“Get that out of your mind. We’re not turning the boy over to the mad prince. Anyone who garners his attentions is seldom seen again.”

“But the money…”

“Blood money.” Ashur spat in the dirt. “I wouldn’t give anyone to Morfran anymore than Allarun. You can’t trust the offer, regardless. Bounties by maniacs seldom pay out. We’re only here because our money comes each fortnight from the city’s coffers. If it didn’t, none of us would be here.”

Kels looked down at the parchment, still smudged from soot. “But it’s a hundred gold pieces.”

“What would Saeth say?”

Kels fell silent. Ashur ripped the parchment from his hands and tossed it in the firepit. The big man stalked out of their camp. Kels waited and then picked up the parchment again, brushed it off, then rolled it up and slipped it under his shirt. 

oOo
 

Morfran glared out the window at the army. He fidgeted with the button on his waistcoat, and then tasted the wine in his glass and tossed the glass. It splattered and tinkled satisfactorily as the crystal shattered against the stone floors. Damn it, why was everyone so incompetent? His men couldn’t find this Shadowhelm, nor could the demons. Even offering a bounty on the man’s head had done nothing. The heathstalker he summoned claimed the Shara’kai mercenary was being protected by a Fae.


Fae are notoriously dangerous, the ghost of Morfran’s father spoke.

“But to a demon?” the prince scoffed. “I’d expect such fear if the demon came across a Chi’lan warrior or First-blood, but even then, demons clearly have the upper hand…”

Some Fae are more dangerous than others, his mother’s ghost replied. But the heathstalkers should have been able to destroy it.

“Is everyone so incompetent that they can’t bring me one soldier?” Morfran stared out the window. He knew that without the mercenary, he would never gain the power he needed to defeat Allarun. If the man was the fabled reincarnation of Lachlan Ah’rhyn, he might not know of the power he possessed, otherwise he would not be here.

Assuming he was Lachlan Ah’rhyn.

He destroyed the Wyvern and avoided the demons you sent. You cannot sense him, his father said.

Morfran sighed and guarded his thoughts. His father was right, though. Morfran was a powerful enough warlock to be able to sense someone with that amount of magic within the area. Only when Shadowhelm was in the same room as be able to feel the power in the young mercenary. And even then, it was heavily cloaked. 

“No,” he spoke aloud at last. “This is too important to send someone else to fetch him. I must find him myself.”

How are you going to do that, my son? His mother’s voice chimed in his ear. Her voice held an edge of panic.

“I will disguise myself and go among the mercenaries and find him.”

That’s foolish! His father said. You can’t possibly survive as a soldier.

“I can’t?” Morfran raised an eyebrow. He knew he was bookish and not physically fit, but he suspected as long as he didn’t actually fight anyone, he could easily search for Shadowhelm among the mercenaries.

No, don’t do it, his mother wheedled.

Morfran turned around to see the ghosts of his parents hovering. He shook his head. “It’s the only way if I want to find him. No one seems to be able to bring him to me.”

But we cannot protect you! His mother’s ghost drew closer and at once Morfran felt her smothering scent of lilacs and roses. He took a step back.

Morfran kept his expression neutral. “I know, but I have to find him. If I am to call up the legions of Undead, I have to find him.”

There must be another way… His father’s ghost now spoke to him. 

Morfran shook his head. “I’ll be all right. After all, it shouldn’t take too long to find him and when I have him, I’ll return quickly enough.” He paused. “Now leave. I have a lot of work to do.”

That is no way to talk to your parents! His mother’s voice was strident.

“Perhaps not, but you will not change my mind. If I am to capture him, I must find him first. And no one seems capable of following my commands.”

Then execute them, his father said.

If I only could, Morfran thought darkly. He had ordered executions before with little success—other nobles belayed his orders when he insisted on the executions. No one was willing to obey him, which infuriated him. Three times various assassins had tried to murder him in the past five years, but with no success. 

Stupid idiots. They went the way of most who came into Morfran’s clutches; their bodies rotting away in a forgotten cell. They went painfully, Morfran was certain of that. He had managed to get the names of those men who hired them—and invited them into his quarters, never to return. The last nobles who paid for his assassination had cleverly hidden their identities, thus making it impossible for Morfran to trace. That had been about a year ago. 

Still heady with the demon’s power, he strode to his wardrobe in his bedchamber and dug through it. Most of the clothing he pulled out was royal finery, but he had kept a clean set of commoner’s clothes stashed in the back. A Shara’kai commoner had been the last man he had sensed with true magic and normally he would’ve discarded the clothes with the body, but something had stopped him.

Maybe it was the fact they were very nearly the same size. Maybe he had sensed through the Wyrd, the Web of Fate, that he would need these clothes at some later date. He didn’t know. He had limited Sight; it was mostly just hints and riddles. Someone like this Shadowhelm might have a better sense of it. Assuming he was indeed Lachlan Ah’rhyn.

He dressed carefully, pulling on the brown trews and light brown shirt. Morfran had been very careful to keep them from getting blood on them. Difficult to do with an assassin. He felt a cold wind on the nape of his neck, causing goose bumps, heralding the arrival of the ghosts as they flitted into the room. 

“Go away!” he shouted, even though he could not see them. “I’m doing this for you, can’t you see that?”

To his relief, they made no reply. Instead, he finished dressing, took a swig of the bitter wine, and pressed the panel that led to his hidden exit. No one would know, or care, what happened to him…

oOo
 

Sometime later, Shadowhelm awoke and his vision was more than light and dark. His sense of smell returned enough to recognize he was near the ocean. The sharp tang of salt water and vegetation burned in his nostrils and throat and he coughed violently. His head pounded unmercifully, but he felt less dizzy and more lucid. Even though his eyesight was returning, he could not quite make out details. He was, however, in a cave or underground tunnel, maybe even a barrow or an old catacomb, but the air did not stink of death or decay. 

His caretaker came to his side and pressed a hand against his forehead. Large luminous green eyes peered from a pale face, surrounded by flaxen hair. Shadowhelm could not make out the rest of the Fae’s features because his eyes would not focus. Still, he tried. 

“Why?” Shadowhelm tried to speak, but the word came out in a raspy croak. 

“What I told you was true, Champion. You are destined for greater things.”

Shadowhelm blinked. “Cham…pion?”

The Fae creature nodded. “In time, you will learn who you truly are and what you can do.”

“I…I…”

“You will learn in time. Perhaps someday, you will remember our kindness.”

A grim smile played across Shadowhelm’s lips. Ah, that is the price.


All things have a price with the Fae, the voice acknowledged. But we were lucky. Few survive as much demon venom as we have.

I shouldn’t have tried to save the horse.

You did what was right.

Hearing the voice say that made him feel better. Still, Shadowhelm had no idea where he was or what became of the troops. “The…demons…”

“You killed the one, but it destroyed your sword and armor. Your friends managed to kill two more. It seems the evil ones sensed you.”

“Me?”

The Fae nodded and held up a cup. “Drink. This is more medicine. You should be well enough to leave tomorrow.”

“Where…am I? …Sea?” Shadowhelm spoke after drinking the bitter medicine. Despite the taste, it relieved the pain.

“Nearby—we’re not far from the place of men called Caer Kinnamac. The dark prince Morfran is none other than Moryn’s brother.”

Shadowhelm closed his eyes as the words sank in. Moryn.
Damn Athel’cen and purebloods—the warlock who had kidnapped the Sea Wolf’s pup? Questions raced through his mind, but all he said was “Why?”

The Fae shook its head. “Rest, now.”

“No,” Shadowhelm said, even as the medicine started making him sleepy. “What about …horse?”

“He is all right, thanks to you…” he thought he heard the Fae say as he drifted off into sleep.
  


Chapter Sixteen
 

Morfran stepped into the mercenary camp, finding it easy to slip in. Maybe too easy, he thought. It wouldn’t take much for Allarun to slip spies into the encampment if Morfran could walk in so easily. Still, it was none of his concern, really. Once he had his army of Undead, he could pick the best of the mercenaries for slaughter and keep his power strong. Living weren’t needed when he could command legions of Undead.

He looked over the camp, dismayed at the overall squalor. It stank from excrement—men and beast—and unwashed bodies. He had thought his own nobles stank, but these men were worse. Morfran could see no visible water supply.

Walking into the camp, he noted most soldiers had no tents. Wall tents stood in the middle of camp and he made his way to them. The men and women he passed by didn’t look up at him as they repaired armor, played dice, or sat around their meager fires eating something from communal bowls or pots. A few times he caught the scent of vegetables, or other commoner food; it turned his stomach and he passed by them quickly.

After several minutes of trying to pick a path through the camps, he stepped onto the main “road” and followed that to the main tents. He crept within a respectful observation distance and considered the tents. They were officer tents, he realized, not a tent a mercenary would stay in.

Feeling stymied, he cast his magical senses around the camp. Most there had little or no magic—and he could not sense Shadowhelm anywhere. Not that he could easily pick out Shadowhelm before; the Shara’kai’s magic was well cloaked. Normally someone with that much power would be a beacon, but instead, it was hard to sense even with Shadowhelm in the same room. 

“You there!” A gruff voice rang out. “Get your arse over here and help with the digging.”

Morfran turned to only get grabbed by the shoulder and thrust forward. The sergeant hauled Morfran around handily and pushed him towards the path that led outside the camp. “What?” Morfran stammered, wild-eyed.

“I need men on burial detail.” The sergeant glowered, his gray eyes stern. “Since you’ve seen fit to gawk at the officers’ tent, you don’t have enough to do, lad. Therefore, go and help bury the dead.”

For a moment, Morfran was outraged. How dare they lay a hand on my person, he thought and was about to give the sergeant a tongue-lashing. Instead, he fell silent and smiled while he bowed his head. “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

“Sergeant!” the Sergeant bellowed. 

“Yes, Sergeant,” he said and scooted off towards the burial grounds.

oOo
 

Shadowhelm awoke some time later with a ravenous appetite, the scent of cooked fish filling his nostrils. His head was no longer throbbing and his eyesight was clear, enabling him to take better stock of his surroundings. The cave he slept in had been scoured out thousands of years before by tides and seawater, leaving it an odd labyrinth of dry caverns. The light that filtered in showed him he was higher than the highest tide, suggesting that the seas had receded long ago, leaving these caves safe enough from the water. Sand instead of seaweed covered the ground and as he sat up, he found himself lying on a soft pallet of furs.

Nearby sat a water-hewn rock, serving as a table. Someone had laid out cooked fish, a loaf of baked bread, and a flagon of ale. Shadowhelm slid out of the furs and winced; his shoulders and back still ached from the demon wounds. He no longer wore his mail and gambeson. The Fae that saved him had removed them and had given him nothing more than a dressing tunic that clung loosely about him and fell to his knees. It was soft and supple—a material soft and gossamer fine like silk, but made silk feel rough by comparison. Lying next to the pallet was an exquisite adamantine hauberk and a brown, padded gambeson lined with the same soft material as his tunic. Leather trews, boots and a sword belt completed the ensemble.

The sword that hung on the belt drew his attention and he touched it gingerly, before taking it and drawing it half out of the scabbard. Not steel, he noted in amazement—adamantine. Few Fae could handle cold iron, but they could forge adamantine readily. 

A king’s ransom in adamantine, he thought. Shadowhelm could easily sell the sword and mail and live quite comfortably, but he had left that kind of life behind. This armor and sword would make him greater than most soldiers. It would protect him from demons, certainly, and the blade was strong enough to pierce any supernatural creature’s hide.

He paused for a moment as he looked at the food. The fish was still steaming, so the Fae couldn’t have been gone long. Shadowhelm had heard many stories about how dangerous Fae food was, but he sat down and took a bite of the fish with the thought that if they had wanted to do much mischief to him, they had plenty of opportunity in the past several days.

The tender fish tasted of herbs, butter, and salt and was still hot. He picked up another piece and ate, licking his fingers as he did so, relishing it more than the finest banquet in Morfran’s castle. He took a sip of the ale and found it watered down enough so it would have little effect on his senses. He nodded in approval: the Fae somehow knew his sensitivity of drink. 

He felt itchy, but not because of magic or fleas. He pulled the shirt’s collar down and saw the red weals of demon scratches on his shoulder leading down his back. He had never known anyone to survive demon poison.

The Fae said he had an antidote, the voice said, but even it was dubious. Shadowhelm had never heard of demon antivenin. If there were, others certainly would’ve discovered it and it would be for sale, albeit, at a great price. Still, being poisoned by a demon was rare, but meeting the Fae rarer. Perhaps they knew something lost to other races. 

Demon poison doesn’t always kill, said the voice.

Still, Shadowhelm suspected he had received enough to kill him. The Fae had saved his life because they believed he was a champion of sorts. He shook his head. The Fae thought he was destined for greater things, but why? Did it have to do with his Lochvaur heritage?

The voice made no reply.

Shadowhelm finished eating and slowly dressed. As the light streamed in from the few holes worn in the cavern from above, Shadowhelm guessed it was afternoon. The Fae was nowhere to be seen and Shadowhelm wondered if he should leave now and return to his army. Certainly, the other soldiers would be looking for him. But then, there was the Fae’s price for his life. Shadowhelm owed the Fae a life-debt, something not easily repaid. 

“It might have been better if I had died of demon venom,” he muttered.

The voice did not argue with him. Shadowhelm wondered what he might have to do to unburden himself from the life debt. While he had saved the Sea Wolf’s pup, the Sea Fae owed him nothing since they had saved his life. Now, he was back in their service again, like it or not. He doubted he could run from the obligation. Those who failed to accept a life debt usually met with a nasty end.

Damn Athel’cen and Purebloods, he snarled to himself. This is going to be difficult to repay.

A shrill neigh drew him from his morose thoughts. He buckled the swordbelt around his waist and followed the neighs. His new boots, soft with supple leather he didn’t recognize, made no noise on the sandy ground as he walked. The cavern twisted sharply left and then he found himself at the cave’s mouth, blinking in the bright sunlight. He shaded his eyes and saw the Fae horse waiting for him, saddled and bridled.

Shadowhelm walked up, half expecting the gelding to bolt. Instead, the bay stood and waited. The Shara’kai noticed the horse’s shoulder bore the demon’s talon marks. They were healed, but deep scars scabbed over still marred the flesh.

“Looks like we both took a nasty knock.” Shadowhelm patted the gelding. The horse nickered softly. “I don’t suppose you’d let me ride you?” Shadowhelm took hold of the reins and the pommel and slid his foot into the stirrup. He half expected to be dragged, so it was a pleasant surprise when the gelding didn’t take off, but waited for him to mount. Shadowhelm pressed his leg against the horse’s side and the horse trotted off toward the city.

oOo
 

Digging graves was hot and dirty work. The bloated bodies of dead soldiers lay in the hot sun, stinking their tell-tale carrion stench. Morfran wiped the stream of sweat that trickled into and stung his dark eyes. His slender and soft hands, not much good at manual work and his fingers were bloody from blisters that formed, broke, and reformed again. He could hardly touch the shovel, let alone hold it.

“Get to work, you lazy boy!” The man in charge—corporal?—was a huge Ansgar who looked as if one of his parents had the dubious lineage of a giant in the past. A good foot taller than Morfran—and Morfran was not short—and twice as broad, the corporal wore poorly fitting mail and pieces of miss-matched plate armor Morfran guessed he scavenged off the bodies. He glared at the prince with dark brown eyes beneath dark, bushy eyebrows. 

The five men under the corporal didn’t look up from their work. Wearing armor covered with black bog mud, Morfran guessed this work was more punishment than their actual jobs. Clean and dressed in clothing finer than those around him, it made the prince a natural target. Add the fact he had never picked up a shovel before, and the corporal pounced on him like a dragon on a herd beast.

“Yes, sir,” he replied, his voice drained of caring. He could kill the man before he could take a step towards him, but that would destroy his chance at finding Shadowhelm. 

Morfran regretted having followed the sergeant’s orders to find the mass burial site for dead mercenaries. The graves lay south of the city and encampment, in a foul piece of bog that held no other use. Digging shallow graves proved difficult here, at best, and impossible at worst. No sooner had Morfran tried to dig down into the muddy clay than the water seeped up, filling the hole. The water was brackish too, making him wonder how anything could grow in it. 

What made things worse was handling the bodies. The grave diggers descended on the dead like carrion feeders; picking whatever meat they could off the bones. They would strip the body of anything useful—weapons, belts, jewelry, armor, boots, and in some cases, even clothes. Morfran had little respect for the dead, but he hated the stench that came from the bodies as the men tugged the items off bloated corpses. 

“It would help if you used your shovel instead of staring at it.” The corporal clouted him, causing the prince to stagger and lose balance. He tripped and went face-first in the mud.

The men on grave detail laughed.

Morfran looked up and glared murderously. The corporal turned to the others. “What are you gawking at? Back to work.”

“Here, lad,” came a gentle voice. Morfran felt a strong hand grip his arm and help him up. Morfran looked into an older man’s face with gray eyes and silver hair. Shara’kai, certainly, but what percentage, Morfran couldn’t guess. “It’s not wise to get on Sully’s bad side.”

“I didn’t realize he had a good one.” Morfran looked at his clothing in despair. He had been so careful to keep them in good shape. 

The man laughed. “Me name’s Brydger—what’s yours?”

“Scur,” Morfran said.

“Storm, eh?” Brydger looked down at his own armor, leather covered with thick mud. “That’s an ominous name, for certain.”

Morfran shrugged. He turned, picked up the shovel and almost dropped it. The sharp pain of the blisters radiated through his hands and up his arms. Blood slickened his palms.

“Here.” Brydger held out some dirty cloth.

“What do I do with that?”

“Wrap them around your hands. It’ll protect your hands while you dig.”

Morfran hesitated, unsure if this was another trick.

“Take it,” the man insisted.

Morfran gingerly took the cloth and wrapped one carefully around his hands. Brydger nodded. He wrapped the second one, and then gripped the shovel. To his surprise, his hands ached less. He looked at Brydger who had gone back to shoveling. “Thank you.”

oOo
 

The sun dipped low in the horizon before Sully told them to finish up their last grave and call it a night. Every sinew and every muscle screamed in Morfran after years of disuse. His parched throat felt swollen and his blood had seeped through the wraps. What was worse was all this work seemed in vain—he saw nothing that indicated Shadowhelm was among the bodies.

“C’mon, only one more.” Brydger walked over to the bodies and whistled. “Tis a right shame.”

Morfran walked up and saw a woman mercenary lying there. He frowned. He was unaware that women were used as soldiers in his army. Weaker, he thought. Women are hardly worth having in an army, other than as cooks and bedfellows.


And yet, he was strangely drawn to her. She, too, was a Shara’kai but with brown hair streaked with silver. The tell-tale signs of demon venom mottled her face and her pallor in death made her bloated face distinctly unattractive. Still, she might have been pretty at one time. But there was something else about her…something other. 

“Come on; let’s drag her to the grave. Pity she’s had her armor and weapons removed,” Brydger remarked.

Morfran picked up the body’s arms and dropped them as a jolt ran through him. He leapt back and stared at the woman in surprise.

“What?” Brydger said.

Morfran held up his hand and looked around. The other men, including the corporal, had already left. “Go on back to camp. I’ll finish this one.”

Brydger cocked an eyebrow. “You sure?”

“Yes.”

Brydger frowned and Morfran knew what the man was thinking. Some men might find the dead woman enjoyable. Morfran had no intention of taking that kind of perverse pleasure, but he didn’t care what the older mercenary thought. 

Brydger looked over the woman in consternation. Morfran slid his hand into a pocket and drew forth a silver coin. The mercenary’s eyes went wide and Morfran flipped the coin to him. Brydger caught it, turned and left.

The sun had passed below the horizon, casting all into a blood-red twilight. Morfran knelt beside the body, his hands gently probing its skin for signs of age. She had died the night before; he might still have time to learn what she knew. The trip to the warrior god’s hall, if that was where she would go, could be quick or slow, depending on the spirit and the strength of will. Many souls went to Tarentor, the death god’s realm, but many also joined Rhyn’athel, the warrior god, in the Hall of the Gods. Where this one would go, Morfran couldn’t be sure until he followed her path.

He gathered his power and gripped her arms, filling his mind with the echo of her. He tried to ignore his hands’ painful blisters and the stench of death, instead, focusing on what she had been. She had been pretty once, in a rough way; certainly not the beauty of Taraka, but he could see the possible attraction. Her connection with Shadowhelm was strong—as strong as it had been for Taraka. Shadowhelm had obviously had sex with this woman, and she might know where he was. She was nearly gone from this world, headed to the warrior god’s halls in Athel’ren, but she was not there yet. Only a powerful necromancer could pull her back into this world.

A powerful necromancer like Morfran.

He ran his raw hands lightly up her arms and down her shoulders to the middle of her chest, right above her heart. He pressed gently and willed her to tell him her name. The body took a shuddering gasp of air and exhaled. The name came to Morfran’s mind: Saeth.

Morfran knelt beside her. Smiling grimly, he pressed his swollen hand against her cheek, as soft as any lover. Her face, mottled from demon poison, twitched at his touch. “Saeth,” he called to her.

In his mind’s eye, over the expanse of the World Tree’s branches, he could sense one of the spirits’ heads turn. He focused his power to that one and spoke again. It was not a request.

“Saeth!”

The spirit or soul that was Saeth writhed under his power. If she were joining the warriors in the Hall of the Gods he had caught her before she made that journey where nothing, not even the hand of the death god, could pluck her from. He pulled her back, forcing her into the rotting flesh.

The body that had been Saeth gasped, heaving her chest in one raspy breath as her eyes flew open, still glazed in death. “Who—who calls me back?” Her voice hoarse and heavy croaked out, a darker version of her voice in life.

“I call you back.” Morfran rocked back on his heels. “I need information.”

“Leave me be.”

“No, not until you tell me where Shadowhelm is.”

“Sceaduhelm?” Saeth’s hoarse tone held a foreign accent. “What would you want with him?”

“Much. Where is he?”

“Let me go…” She closed the eyes again. 

“You were lovers…where is he?”

“Demon…” she whispered. And with that, her spirit left.

Morfran made an attempt to snatch her back, but her soul fled, terrified of becoming the abomination he forced her into. Morfran stared at the body, wondering if he should chance dragging her back again, but discarded the idea. He had wasted enough of his magic pulling her back into her body. She belonged to the warrior god now, and the guardians would not take kindly to a necromancer taking one of Rhyn’athel’s warriors away again. 

He stared at the corpse’s mottled face for a few moments, trying to think. He then dragged the corpse to the hole and pushed it in. He took the shovel and slowly threw dirt on it. He didn’t care if the job got done or not—he did, however, needed to keep up his disguise long enough for him to find Shadowhelm. He didn’t want someone searching for him because he failed to finish burying the last body.

Despite the ugly blisters, the stench of bodies, and the filthy work, he had a rough answer. Shadowhelm had met with a demon, but which one, he didn’t know. The demon he had drained mentioned a Fae. He wondered if the Fae had somehow protected the mercenary from the attack. If it had, it was very inconvenient. 

Morfran puzzled over the thought as he tossed shovelfuls of dirt onto Saeth’s body, despite his aching hands. The demon said the Fae was powerful—what had his parents’ said? Morfran frowned. He hated to think they were right. Still, he decided to ignore their needling and consider his dilemma.

The man had to be Lachlan Ah’rhyn. No one could hide from Morfran this long, especially when Morfran was looking for him. Morfran finished tossing the last of the dirt on the body and leaned against the shovel, closing his eyes. He hated being here; hated dealing with people. His body ached and his stomach felt pinched. He stank of sweat and death. He could die here just like Saeth and no one would care. Unless he could gather enough power, he wouldn’t be able to defeat Allarun.

He wiped his hands and turned towards camp.

What are you doing, my dearest boy? An unwelcome voice chimed in. 

“Leave me alone.” Morfran sped up his step, but his efforts were useless. His mother’s ghost appeared before him. He stopped; his mouth soured and grew dry.

Why are you doing such menial work? It is so beneath you. Tears trickled down her translucent face. Come here, my dear, dear child…

“No. Leave me alone. I thought you couldn’t leave the castle.”

But we can leave the castle. His father’s voice sounded full of reproach. Is this how a prince conducts himself?

“It is if he’s trying to find Lachlan Ah’rhyn,” Morfran said. “Listen, I don’t need you here. I can find him on my own.”

Digging graves? His father appeared beside him.

“If need be.” Morfran continued walking. “Go back to the castle. I’ll meet you there in due time. If I can bring Lachlan Ah’rhyn there, you can have what’s left.”

The ghosts nodded and disappeared.

oOo
 

Morfran wandered back into camp, reeking of sweat, death, and dirt. Mud stained the assassin’s clothes, and corpse blood darkened his sleeves. His shoulders and back ached from shoveling, and his hands, despite the dirty rags, festered with blisters. He wanted a bath and clean clothes, but he had no idea where to get either of them. 

The mercenaries stank, and he suspected there were no baths. A few of the bodies carried fleas, which disgusted him, but he said nothing after the first round of jokes. He could rest in a hot bath in the palace when all this was done—when he had found Shadowhelm. 

He stumbled wearily toward the tents and nearly collided with a tall, black man lugging his pack toward the road. “Whoa, boy, easy…” the man said and caught Morfran as he almost fell back on his rear.

“Oww! Don’t touch me!” Morfran blurted out, and then caught himself.

The big man stared at him. “You’re all right, boy, I’m not going to harm you.”

Morfran blinked and stared at the big man as he released him. The feel of this man suggested a link to the Shara’kai. Morfran sent a tendril of power to see what it was. The man flinched.

“What was that?” he demanded.

Morfran backed away. He can feel magic? “I’m sorry, I thought you were…”

“I’m not going to harm you, lad. Where were you going?”

“I don’t know…” Morfran began, trying to formulate a believable story. What would this mercenary believe? “I was looking for a safe place to sleep.”

“Safe?” The man considered him. 

“Yeah, I hear some like, um…” Morfran chewed his lip and widened his eyes.

“What’s your name, boy?”

“Scur.” 

He took Morfran’s hands in his own and turned his palms upright. Morfran winced at the touch. “You’ve never done this work before, have you lad?”

“Uh, no.” Morfran swallowed hard.

“Where are you from? Caer Kinamac?”

The prince nodded sullenly.

“You should go home, boy. This isn’t a playground.”

“I know that, it’s just…” Morfran felt tears well up in his eyes. “I can’t. Not now. My parents, they’d…”

The big man frowned and met Morfran’s eyes; his own gaze softened. “All right, lad, but you need to stay with me, you hear? My name’s Ashur.”

“Ashur.” Morfran repeated. Somehow this Ashur was linked to Shadowhelm. That, he was sure of. He let the mercenary guide him back around toward camp.

oOo
 

“Bringing in strays again, Ashur?” Kels sneered as he snapped another branch and tossed it in the fire. 

Morfran recoiled at the rebuke and was about to speak when Ashur laid a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t mind him, lad. We’ve lost two of our friends recently.” Ashur tossed the pack down and unrolled the bedroll. Morfran watched a moment, wondering if the big man had planned on deserting. 

“I’m sorry,” Morfran muttered, hoping he sounded sincere. Looking around the small camp, he saw nothing he would recognize as food or a bed. Ashur’s camp was a little more than a cooking kettle over a fire with several bedrolls laid out by them. All around them ringed other similar camps with maybe a couple of logs to sit on, or even a few tarps tied to poles to provide some shelter from the elements. All had fires of charcoal or wood; none offered the basic privacy of a tent or other structure.

“I suppose the little vagabond is hungry?” Kels asked as he stirred whatever it was in the pot. Morfran nodded, realizing that he had eaten nothing since the morning. “You got a cup?”

Morfran hesitated. He had brought nothing but what he wore. Suddenly, this didn’t seem like a good plan at all.

“It’s okay,” Ashur said. “We’ve got extra.”

“Not Saeth’s things.” Kels glared at Ashur.

“Saeth?” Morfran repeated, his pulse quickening.

“Don’t worry, Scur, you can take Shadowhelm’s bedroll,” Ashur said, glaring back at the Shara’kai mercenary.

“Shadowhelm? Isn’t he…?”

“He is, or was,” Ashur said brusquely. 

“Probably in the belly of a demon,” Kels grumbled. “We could use a hundred gild.”

“Blood money.” Ashur spat into the fire. “I’ll have no part of that.”

Morfran looked down at the extra cups by the fire to hide his disappointment. Shadowhelm wasn’t here and he didn’t need a truth spell to know neither were lying. He picked up a wooden cup, obviously used, but was so hungry, he didn’t object. Nor did he object when Kels handed him a wooden ladle with what was presumably “soup.” The thin broth looked not much more than water with odd bits of herbs and a few pieces of parsnips, salsify, and turnips. Some leaves he didn’t recognize floated in the broth as well. He looked down at it, his face contorted in disgust.

“Sorry there isn’t anything better,” Kels remarked. “I was late getting to the supply cart—Saeth always managed to get the best food.”

“That’s because she’d always flirt with the provisioner,” Ashur said. “Gods, she was a cheery thing.”

“No longer.” Kels took a sip of the broth and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He glared at Morfran. “Too good for you, Scur?”

“No…uh…I was thinking…” Morfran said hastily, and took a quick sip of the broth. The thin broth tasted as he suspected—like water—and the green leaves left a bitter taste in his mouth. But he was hungry and he finished it while Kels and Ashur talked about the demon battle. Their account lacked the details he needed to find Shadowhelm, and he grew bored with his new companions. 

Morfran took a second helping of broth, despite its wretched taste, and stared at the flames as the two droned on about fighting techniques—something he cared nothing about. Kels was interesting only because he was Shara’kai, but the man lacked enough pureblood to carry a spark of magic. Ashur, however, was worth considering. Being Ansgar in origin, Ashur shouldn’t have had any magic, but instead Morfran felt a slight ripple of power running through the big man. Morfran had read of sorcerers coming from that race, but didn’t believe it until now. Whether or not he could use Ashur’s power was doubtful.

He felt his eyelids drooping as he cradled his cup with the last bit of broth. Twilight had turned to dark and two of the moons shown low in the sky. He made his way to one of the empty bedrolls and stretched out with his senses. Shadowhelm’s bedroll lay before him; Morfran could still sense the trace of the Shara’kai’s presence there. He finished the broth and laid down on the bedroll, wondering idly if he could find a hair from Shadowhelm and use it to cast a spell on the Shara’kai, or at least locate him.
Morfran discarded the notion; most Eleion and Shara’kai were immune to that kind of magic. Eleion were too closely tied to the Web of Wyrd to do any damage, and those of Shara’kai lineage gained their ancestors’ immunity. Indeed, even many Ansgar weren’t affected.

The hard ground poked his sore back just next to his kidneys. Morfran stood up and shook out the bedding and searched the ground for the offending rock. After sweeping away several likely candidates, he threw the blankets back down and slid between them. His bed looked better with each moment. Still, Morfran knew if he went back to the palace, his parents’ ghosts would berate him again. After trying to lie on his back and then his side, he fell into an uneasy sleep.
  


Chapter Seventeen
 

Morfran woke as the first rays of the sun lightened the night’s sky. He laid in the bedroll awhile, listening to the sounds of the encampment. Most soldiers were still asleep—he could hear Ashur’s and Kels’ rhythmic breathing, as well as snoring from some soldiers nearby. The watch was making their rounds; their feet heavy on the paths between the camps. The air held the cool feel of night and the crickets still chirped as though unwilling to accept the dawn.

Morfran carefully slid from his bed and whispered a quick sleep spell on the men. He hated wasting magic like that, but he didn’t want them waking either. His guise used up an extraordinary amount of his power. If he didn’t eat enough food or feed on another life soon, he would find himself weak when he confronted Shadowhelm, assuming he could find him. The demon power had sustained him, but it was fading.

He turned and looked at Ashur. The big man had power, but it felt foreign and unwieldy. Kels had no power, which meant all he would get would be a life force and little else. He’d feed on them if he had little choice, but at the moment, leaving two bodies would look suspicious. He passed them by and moved on, hoping to find where Shadowhelm had gone.

He twirled a single strand of Shadowhelm’s red-gold hair and felt the power between his fingers. As he suspected, it would give him no way to locate the Shara’kai, but it did give him a focus. He could feel Shadowhelm’s path in this area, even if he couldn’t trace it. He felt demon and Fae as well.

Fae? Morfran cursed. 

He could feel the wild magic here. He tried following its tendrils, but it soon dissolved as though it never even existed. Not surprising, given who the Shara'kai was. The demon couldn't take Shadowhelm because the Fae had protected him. If Shadowhelm had a Fae protector, that could be unfortunate. The Fae would have to be disposed of. Their wild magic was difficult to contain, but they could be controlled with cold iron.

“Cold iron…yes…” Morfran smiled. Once he trapped the Fae, it couldn’t help the mercenary.

But how to do it?

Morfran consider his options as he made his way toward tents in the encampment. He refused to do any more grave detail. His stomach growled and he realized he wouldn't go far without food. He would waste precious magic to keep his body going if he didn't. He thought about taking some more life forces again, but they wouldn't keep his body deteriorating long enough. He considered food an easier answer. He came to the first officer tent, cloaked himself with a simple spell, and peered inside. 

As he suspected, the officers dined on better fare. Sliced meats, fresh bread, and dried fruits filled a platter. Morfran slipped in easily, pocketed the food and stepped out. 

Wherever Shadowhelm was, he wasn’t here. Morfran took a bite of the meat and bread as he passed the tent rows and followed the dusty trail toward the sand dunes riddled with dry grasses. He couldn’t find Shadowhelm by scrying; perhaps he might be able to find the Fae who was with him. Sitting down alone on one of the dunes looking toward the city and the encampment, Morfran shed the guise and the cloak spell and considered his problem. He had sensed a Fae, but he wasn’t familiar enough with the types of Fae to know what kind of creature it was. They all had weaknesses; most being cold iron. But Fae were attracted to objects as well. 

He closed his eyes and concentrated on the essence he sensed. It felt strong, but not easily discernible. He cast his sense around him and felt the tug of wild magic. Following it along the Web of Wyrd—the strands that held the Nine Worlds together—he could feel the Fae’s presence next to something powerful—Shadowhelm? 

Opening his eyes, he ate quickly, while still holding onto that wisp of Fae essence. The food was salty and dry, and he wished he had stolen some ale as well, but he suspected it would be poor quality. Still, the food sufficed, and he needed to find the Shara’kai.


He had just finished choking down the last bit of bread when he felt a surge in the Web of Wyrd along the Fae’s thread. He smiled. The Fae was coming to him.

oOo
 

It took Shadowhelm several hours to ride from the shore to the encampment near Caer Kinnamac. The distance surprised him as he wondered how the Fae had transported him from the battlefield to the caves. Perhaps the Fae horse had done so, but he doubted it could given it had been terribly injured as well. Still, he petted the gelding gently, letting his fingers entwine in the horse’s mane. The Fae horse had sensed the demons long before anyone else and had come to warn him. At this point, he wondered how he would ever get his life debt repaid.

“Somehow, I don’t think I ever will get it repaid,” he grumbled aloud. The Fae horse turned its head and nickered at him. Shadowhelm snorted. “I wonder why the sea wolf sent you with me at all. I don’t think he owes me anything. If anything, I owe the Fae again.”

He rode the horse, sullen in his own thoughts. He still felt weak from the demon venom and knew his mind was cloudy. Something niggled at the back of his thoughts, but he could not fathom what it was. After several minutes of trying to remember it, he gave up. The Fae had told him something critical about Prince Morfran, but he couldn’t recall the words. He had been too groggy, too sick to retain the information, vital though it might be. The voice in his head offered no guidance, perhaps as addled by the demon venom as he was. 

As I am, Shadowhelm reminded himself. The voice he heard was himself, wasn’t it? Or was it something else? He knew, growing up, that no one else had that same voice, and he had stopped talking about it long ago. Still, it had guided him through difficult times. Every time he failed to listen to it, he rued his choice. And yet, he felt as if he were in uncharted territory that even that half of him couldn’t fathom. 

Demon poison should have killed us, the voice said. You’re too young to heal yourself properly.

Heal myself? Shadowhelm puzzled. I can’t heal myself.

No, you can’t.

Still, Shadowhelm pondered the words. Even for a Shara'kai, he was a fast healer, but the demon poison should have killed him. And yet, he was here, alive. 

He rode into camp around mid-afternoon. Men and women worked methodically in their chores of repairing armor, cooking food, and sword-practice. As he rode, he noticed people stopping in what they were doing. Most stared at him, their eyes pinched with either worry or some other emotion Shadowhelm could not fathom. The Fae horse slowed to a walk, turning his head from side to side as if measuring the mood of the camp.

Suddenly, three big mixed-blood mercenaries stood in front of him. The men stood several inches taller than Shadowhelm and outweighed him by at least fifty pounds each. One man pointed a steel sword at him; the others carried war hammers. Shadowhelm reined the Fae horse and drew the adamantine sword. It glittered in the bright sun.

“What is the meaning of this?” Shadowhelm tightened his hand on the reins; the gelding neighed and champed the bit impatiently.

“Morfran ordered you arrested,” the man with the sword spoke. 

“For what?” Shadowhelm caught movement to his side as several men walked up.

“Don’t know, but there’s a hundred gild in it.”

A hundred gold coins? The voice in his head was incredulous. They’ll kill their own mothers for a hundred.

The Fae horse neighed and shied, and then spun around and kicked. The mercenaries backed away. Before they could recover, the gelding bolted, with Shadowhelm barely hanging on to both the horse and his sword.

The man with the sword lashed out as the Fae horse ran past. The sword missed Shadowhelm but hit the horse’s flank. The gelding screamed, but kept running. Shadowhelm swung his sword and it clipped two men who rushed the horse. The adamantine blade cut through the first man’s leather armor as though it weren’t there, sending a spray of blood through the air. The second man leapt back, but not fast enough. The blade sliced through mail, collarbone and into the man’s chest. Both men screamed and collapsed. Shadowhelm pulled back and raised the sword for another strike, but met no resistance. The Fae horse carried him out of camp and through the marshy fields toward the ocean once more. 

oOo
 

Morfran swore as he watched the Fae horse carry its rider away. “Damn those incompetent fools!” he hissed as he watched the gelding bolt down the path. Morfran had seen Shadowhelm ride into camp, unaware of the bounty. Before he could make his way to the Shara’kai, he watched in dismay as the soldiers tried to waylay him. 

The demons were right; the Fae was powerful. The Fae protecting Shadowhelm was a water horse. He scowled. Water horses were dangerous creatures and the demons had a right to be afraid of it. But why would Shadowhelm have a Fae protector?

Morfran shook his head. He might never find Shadowhelm if the Fae used its wild magic to conceal them both. He whispered a few more words to strengthen his concealment spell and followed the trail where the Fae horse ran. It took several minutes of searching, but Morfran eventually found what he was looking for: a blade of grass with the Fae’s blood on it.

Morfran twirled the blade slowly between his fingers, focusing his will on the blood. He felt the wild magic and he licked the blood from it, letting the familiarity merge with his senses. He stepped forward, letting the salty taste of the blood guide him. He took two steps to the right and the salty taste disappeared. He stepped back to the path and tasted the blood. He chuckled. He would now have a way to find the water horse…
  


Chapter Eighteen
 

Despite the wound, the Fae horse loped for miles. Shadowhelm could feel the gelding favor the right rear leg with each footfall, but he could do nothing to stop the animal. Only after several miles did the horse slow and then stop. 

The gelding had run to the mouth of the sea cave where Shadowhelm had convalesced. Hidden by the sandy hillocks, the wind would soon scour the hoof prints from the sand, obliterating all sign of their passage except from perhaps the most skilled trackers. A strong breeze blew from the east, heralding the storm. Lightning flashed from ominous cloudbanks.

“I suppose we’re safe for the time being.” Shadowhelm sheathed the sword and turned around to inspect the wound.

The horse whickered softly; an ugly red weal, rimmed with blackened flesh crossed the horse’s flank when the sword’s cold iron had bit deep. Shadowhelm grimaced and carefully dismounted so not to cause the gelding more pain. He gingerly touched the area and the horse flinched.

“It needs to be sewn up,” Shadowhelm said to the horse. “Don’t worry, the needles are bone, not iron.” 

The Fae horse looked hard at him. 

Shadowhelm shrugged. “If I could. I don’t have my kit here—it’s back at camp, someplace. I doubt I could get it anyway.”

The horse nickered softly.

“Yes, there are some healing plants I could make into a salve. Without stitching, we may just have to cauterize it.”

The horse snorted hard.

“No?” He patted the horse’s shoulder and looked back toward Caer Kinamac. “Great, I’m talking to a horse. A Fae horse, to be sure, but a horse. What in Tarentor could I have done to warrant an arrest?”

The gelding nipped at his hair.

Shadowhelm eyed the Fae horse. “That wound really looks bad. I’ll see if there are any plants we can use on it. I wonder if woundwort grows this far south. If I had some flour, I could make a poultice.”

“You won’t be finding woundwort around here,” came a voice. 

Shadowhelm whirled around, his hand on his sword’s pommel. He faced a big mercenary with black skin. Ashur carried a pole arm and had a bag slung over his shoulder. He laughed. “You should be more careful, lad, now that you’ve got a price on your head.”

Shadowhelm drew the adamantine blade. “What do you want?”

Ashur set his pole arm down and raised his hands. “Easy, Shadowhelm, I’m not your enemy. I’m leaving.”

The Fae horse snorted and gave the big mercenary a hard eye.

Shadowhelm patted the horse with his left hand. I know. “Leaving?” 

“Saeth’s dead; we thought we lost you too.” Ashur continued to hold his hands up. Shadowhelm looked over the big mercenary. He carried a large pack that included a bedroll. “I was leaving camp when I heard the ruckus. Someone said you rode in, bright as gold. I hear you took out a few men who tried to capture you.”

“Saeth is dead?” Shadowhelm wavered, his mouth grew dry. His mind flickered back to their lovemaking. “How?”

“She died from demon poison.”

“Trying to save me?”

Ashur shrugged. “Maybe—or trying to save herself.” He paused. “Listen, we don’t know where you’ve been yesterday, but I thought you’d be worse getting the same dose and all.”

“Today?” Shadowhelm looked puzzled. “When did the demon attack?”

“Night before last.”

Shadowhelm heard a soft nicker as the gelding nuzzled him. I know I was gone longer.

Time in the Fae world is radically different than ours, the voice agreed.

Shadowhelm steeled his gaze. “Why do they want me?”

“Morfran wants you,” Ashur said. 

“Why?”

The big man shook his head. “I don’t know, but most claim that those who are taken by the mad prince are never seen again.”

“That’s comforting.” Shadowhelm considered Ashur. Ashur had both a sword and pole arm, which could take him out. But the big man had surprised him and hadn’t used them.

“Well, lad, are you going to use that sword or sheath it? I won’t turn you in—I’m leaving too.”

“Why?” 

Ashur shook his head. “This is a fool’s fight, and even I know when to leave. Most demons can’t be killed except with adamantine, and the city can’t pay for it. So, we’ll be fighting ‘til the last warrior, and I have no desire to end up in an unmarked grave.”

“You have adamantine.”

“And so do you, it appears.” Ashur gave him a knowing glance. “But we are two out of how many? Even if five percent of us carried adamantine, what hope have we of defeating a demon army?”

Shadowhelm looked down at his sword and nodded. He lowered the sword and sheathed it. “You’re right.” He shook his head. “Do you have anything we can use on my horse’s wounds?”

Ashur bent down and unshouldered his pack. “I do have a jar of wound ointment.” He rummaged in the pack and pulled out a round, wooden box from a dark wood Shadowhelm didn’t recognize.

“What is it?”

“Healing herbs my people use,” Ashur said, handing him the jar. 

Shadowhelm pried the lid off. His eyes watered and he snorted as the herbs’ smell assailed his nostrils. It smelled like mint, rosemary, woundwort, and several strong herbs he couldn’t place. He thrust the jar from his face. “Ugh, what is this?”

“Potent, but good. Will kill any festering.” Ashur grinned. 

“It’ll kill me.” Shadowhelm winced. “I’m not sure the horse will accept it.”

Ashur considered the horse. “He’s your horse, yes?”

The gelding snorted.

“Sort of.” Shadowhelm held the concoction to the Fae horse’s nose. “This okay?”

“You’re asking permission?” Ashur stared.

“He’s on loan,” Shadowhelm said. “It’s a complicated story.” The Fae horse took a sniff and wrinkled its nose. It looked over at its wound and gave him a long blink. “I’ll take that as a yes.” Shadowhelm approached the horse’s flank. He scooped a small amount on his fingers and felt it tingle. Magic? he wondered. He gently pressed the salve into the wound.

“On loan?” Ashur repeated and stared at the horse as its eyes closed slowly. 

“Do you have a needle and gut? It can’t be metal.”

“Metal needle? Why not?” Ashur walked up beside the horse and looked at the wound. 

Shadowhelm bit his lip. “Do you have a bone or wooden needle?”

“Yes.” Ashur pulled out a small linen pouch and handed him the needle and gut. 

Shadowhelm took the needle and twirled it in his fingers. It was black and curved with a large eye opening to thread it. “What is this?”

“Black wood from my homeland.” Ashur looked at the wound. “You know how to stitch someone up?”

Shadowhelm nodded. “My foster father owns sheep and goats. I knew how to sew up a kid even before I could walk. I think he learned how to stitch on the battlefield, though.” He touched the gelding’s hide and it shivered as the blood oozed from it.

Ashur gazed at the horse and his hand slid to the animal’s mane. “It’s wet…”

“Yes.” Shadowhelm poked the curved needle through the skin and crossed it carefully. The gelding nipped at him. 

“This isn’t a normal horse. It’s a water horse.” The mercenary’s voice held a mixture of awe and fear. “I’ve heard about these. Why…how…”

“It’s complicated,” Shadowhelm repeated, knotting the gut. He slipped his dagger from the belt and cut the excess string. He looked into the Fae horse’s eyes. “How does that feel?” The horse gave him a long, slow blink and shook its mane, showering him with brine. It then trotted off a little ways and began grazing on the sea grass. “I’ll take that as being all right.”

“You have a Fae horse,” Ashur mused. “They eat meat, you know.”

Shadowhelm looked at the gelding. “He doesn’t seem to—or if he does, he’s not interested in me. As I said, it’s a complicated story. I owe the Fae.”

Ashur gave him a long look. “Well, it appears your water horse isn’t going anywhere for the moment. We might as well make camp here, seeing a storm is coming.”

oOo
 

Shadowhelm led Ashur to the room where he had convalesced. At first, he thought they might would be in danger of search parties, but Ashur pointed out the Fae horse would most likely alert them. Shadowhelm agreed and they build a small fire from a pile of driftwood neatly stacked in the cave. The smoke curled up to a crevasse in the roof and Shadowhelm told Ashur his story while Ashur set a small pot to boil water for food.

When Shadowhelm finished, the older mercenary shook his head. “Lad, that’s quite a tale. I’d hardly believe it, except there’s a water horse guarding us and your fine armor and weapons are faerie made.”

“So, you believe me?”

Ashur shrugged. “It doesn’t matter if I believe you or not.” He handed Shadowhelm a cup of hot water with herbs mixed in.

Shadowhelm took the tisane and tasted it. “I figured it didn’t. 

Ashur shook his head. “One thing that puzzles me is why Morfran would take an interest in you. Do you know magic?”

Shadowhelm shook his head. “Not really. I can sense it being worked, but nothing substantial.”

“And yet you saw the wyvern before it attacked.”

“I didn’t…” Shadowhelm hesitated. What had exactly happened on the battlefield?

The voice, for once, was silent.

“I don’t know,” he said at last. 

Ashur nodded. “So, you can see the future. The Fae are obviously interested in your welfare. You heal quickly.”

“I do?”

“Lad, you’re either the luckiest man in battle or you heal remarkably well. I saw the blood—the wyvern bit you, and yet, you had not a mark.”

“The demon sure left me sick…”

“Sick—not dead. Demon venom kills. You’re alive.”

Shadowhelm shook his head. “I think you’re wrong…”

“Do you know who Lachlan Ah’rhyn was?”

“No,” he said, but a part of him said, yes.

“He was a great king who lived hundreds of years ago. Legend says he’s supposed to return to power,” Ashur said. “I’ve heard the stories many times before. You might be him.”

“I doubt that.”

“Why?”

“He was Eleion,” Shadowhelm said. “I’m a Shara’kai half-breed. No king would come back as a half-breed.”

“How did you know he was Eleion?” Ashur met his gaze.

“You said…” Shadowhelm looked down, his mind confused. 

“I didn’t say—you did.” Ashur studied him. “If you are Lachlan Ah’rhyn, you’ve returned during the worst possible times. Allarun is consolidating his power. There aren’t many Eleion left. You may be able to find some Laddel and Haell in the south, and then, there’s Romarin in Caer Sithar, but the rest?”

“Romarin is Lochvaur, yes?” Shadowhelm spoke slowly. “He’s Lachlan, not I”

“Some believe so. I don’t. Not anymore.”

Emotions roiled inside Shadowhelm. Something within told him that maybe the voice he heard often wasn’t himself, but maybe that of the ancient warrior. “I’m not anyone else.” He said the words with a conviction he didn’t feel. How could he be Lachlan? He felt betrayed—how could someone else share his mind, thoughts, and emotions?

You are still Shadowhelm, the voice said.

And yet, he wasn’t. Not fully. Not completely. Panic welled up inside him and without another word, he fled the cave, heedless of Ashur’s call. Cold rain pelted him as he ran and lightning flashed overhead, followed by thunder’s crescendo. He sensed more than saw the Fae horse beside him as he ran, the darkness growing deeper as the sky shifted from twilight to an inky night.

Soaked and shivering, he stood on the hill and realized he was no longer standing on the dunes, but on a windswept plain of rolling hills and dark grasses. The wind still bit and he huddled in his drenched cloak, hoping for some warmth.

“Where am I?” The plain felt familiar—like something from a dream—but he had no idea how he got here or where here was. He looked around, expecting to see the water horse.

“He didn’t bring you here—I did.” The voice was deep, resonant. 

Shadowhelm turned to see a pureblood Lochvaur standing a few paces away. Taller, less stocky, with a more angular face, the man looked older with a scar along his jaw line. He wore adamantine mail, well cared for, but with obvious repairs as though it had seen numerous battles. The man’s red gold hair flowed long and his silver eyes met Shadowhelm’s. It was as though Shadowhelm looked into the eyes of an older and pureblood version of himself.

“Who are you? Where am I?”

“I am Lachlan Ah’rhyn, son of the warrior god, Rhyn’athel.” 
  


Chapter Nineteen
 

Morfran had followed the path made by the Fae for hours as the rain continued to fall. It took him much to maintain his guise, but he dared not drop it should he stumble on Shadowhelm by himself. His power was weakening and he needed to feed soon. 

The Fae’s trail led him to the beach just south and east of the city. Here, the grasses grew tall and sand covered the hills, but there were also rocky outcroppings near the shore and a myriad of sea caves. The Fae was definitely from the ocean—maybe one of the mer-peoples, a water horse, or even a sea serpent. He doubted it would be something as big as a sea serpent—most left humans alone, preferring their solitary ways.

The rain had erased any tracks, but the locator spell still thrummed. He needed to take out the Fae with cold iron—as soon as possible. Just as he was about to turn away from the caves, he saw a man stumble out and run southward, paralleling the beach. Even from this distance and in the rain and dim light, he could see the red-gold hair plastered against the man’s head.

Lightning flashed overhead and before Morfran could take a step forward, a large dark horse appeared beside the man. Shadowhelm took several steps and then disappeared. The water horse skidded to a stop and stared at the spot where the Shara’kai had stood. To Morfran’s surprise, Ashur stepped out of the sea cave where Shadowhelm had come from.

“Shadowhelm!” he called.

Morfran frowned. Where had the Shara’kai gone? He stared at the big man and the water horse in dismay, anger welling up inside him. He walked toward Ashur purposefully, gathering as much dark magic as he could. He needed a life force now, especially if he had to locate Shadowhelm.

Ashur turned toward Morfran, his sword out. Morfran hesitated a moment and then walked toward the big man. “Scur? Did you see a man with red-gold hair pass by?”

Morfran nodded. “He ran down the beach.” He took several steps forward.

A shrill neigh stopped him as the water horse charged. Teeth flashing the gelding leapt on Morfran. Morfran dropped his guise and slammed a bolt of dark magic into the Fae horse. The horse screamed as the bolt wrapped iron hobbles on the horse’s legs. Ashur ran toward Morfran, swinging his sword. The blade never hit its mark.

oOo
 

Shadowhelm stared at the warrior. “You’re Lachlan? You look like me.”

A smile quirked one side of Lachlan’s lips. “That’s because I am you.”

“That can’t be. I’m me. I don’t want to be anyone else.”

Lachlan nodded. “I know, and you are.”

Shadowhelm blinked. “But you lived long ago…”

“True, but I am a part of you. My essence—soul, if you would—joined with yours when you were born. We’re inseparable. Only, I am hidden because of Allarun. Right now if he were to find out about us, he would seek us out and kill us.”

“You mean ‘kill me,’” Shadowhelm muttered.

“You die, and I die.”

“Then why did you let me get in trouble? I’ve got Morfran offering a hundred gilt for my capture—so he can sacrifice me. I owe the Fae a life debt many times over. I nearly died taking demon poison. I’m drenched…” He shivered again.

“I can’t make you do things—I can advise, but you choose what you do.”

“What about the pebbles?”

Lachlan grinned—an expression so characteristically Shadowhelm the Shara’kai found it unnerving. “You did that, not I. You tapped into my memories to bring it forth.”

“And the Eltar language?”

Lachlan nodded. “It has changed, but similar enough when I was alive.”

“What about the language they speak here?” Shadowhelm rubbed his arms to try to warm them.

“I don’t know all the dialects of Ansgar.”

“Great. Not useful.” He paused. “Then, I did heal myself?” 

“Yes.”

“What about the demon venom?”

Lachlan shook his head. “I don’t know how the Fae saved us—we were given enough poison to kill even me. I know the Fae have healing abilities, but this seems beyond even one of them.”

“I just found out Saeth died...” He choked on the words. How could he forget Saeth? “Could I have healed her from the demon venom?”

“No, it would be too much for me to heal her.” He paused. “I know she was important to you…”

“But not to you?” Shadowhelm glared.

Lachlan sighed. “She is neither my love— nor yours.”

“How can you say that?” Shadowhelm shouted. Hot rage flushed through his face. “Get me out of here. Where the hell am I?” He spun around, looking for anything that would give him a landmark, and nearly tripped over his sopping wet cloak.

“You’re in the prison we’ve made for ourselves—until you find my sword, Uruz.”

Shadowhelm whirled around. “Prison?”

“A half life. It is my penance for being so foolish, I suppose.”

The Shara’kai stared. “You can’t leave here?”

“Not without your help, no.” Lachlan shook his head. “I know Saeth and Taraka were important to you, but they considered you nothing more than a dalliance…”

“How can you…” Shadowhelm felt his cheeks flush.

“Saeth bedded many men—Kels, Ashur, and others, to be sure.” Lachlan’s face looked pained as he saw the younger man’s tragic expression. “I’m sorry, but it was obvious. You weren’t the only one.”

“What about Taraka?”

“She’s dead. Morfran killed her.”

“What?” Shadowhelm stared. “How could you know this?”

“I saw it in the Wyrd—the threads that tie our lives to our destinies. It’s how you get flashes of insight—see things before they happen. I saw her thread end.”

Shadowhelm bowed his head. Anger, hatred, fear, and sorrow mixed together to add to his confusion. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“And what would you do?” Lachlan met Shadowhelm’s gaze when the Shara’kai finally raised it.

“I would…” Shadowhelm began, but then fell silent. 

“You would go after Morfran unprepared. Morfran would kill you in the hope of gaining our strength.”

“You mean your strength,” the Shara’kai said bitterly.

“Don’t underestimate your own powers, Shadowhelm. You too are a son of Rhyn’athel.”

Shadowhelm blinked. “What?”

“Only a son of the warrior god could hold my power. You, Shadowhelm, are a first-blood.”

The words resonated through him, and Shadowhelm knew, at once, that what the older warrior said was true. It explained why he felt like he never belonged anywhere and why he became an outsider. In a way he had known his father had not been one of the Northmen, but he had never considered himself to be the son of the warrior god. He wasn’t religious and paid little attention to the pantheon of various gods, either major or tutelary. None except perhaps the Lochvaur god, Rhyn’athel, ever seemed to be appropriate for his life. Still, being a first-blood seemed impossible. He wasn’t even pureblood.

Shadowhelm turned around. “Take me back.” He started walking away.

“I am not finished.”

“But I am.” He kept walking, wanting to be anywhere but here. He had much to think about, even if it were just the deaths of Saeth and Taraka. 

“Sceaduhelm.” Lachlan’s voice made Shadowhelm pause. “Morfran is Wyrd-blood. I don’t know how Allarun missed him, but even a Wyrd-blooded Shara’kai is dangerous.”

Shadowhelm stood still. “What’s a Wyrd-blood?”

“Morfran is a descendant of the death god, Areyn Sehduk, and the winged goddess, Fala. His thread within the Wyrd is muddied. I can’t see him in the Wyrd easily.”

“He’s part god?” A cold sensation prickled Shadowhelm’s skin beyond his shivering from the wind and wet clothing. 

“It’s diluted, but still there. Allarun is the son of the death god and a Wyrd-blood—that’s how he was able to defeat me. If you can’t see the Wyrd thread, it’s harder to anticipate their move.”

Shadowhelm considered this. “You can’t see him?”

“Nor can you. Not readily. Oh, we might be able to see around Morfran through his effect on others, but we can’t see him directly. That was my failure with Allarun. I trusted him like my brother, and that trust killed me. If I had looked closer, I might have seen the discrepancies that were obvious to all, save me.”

He turned around and met Lachlan’s gaze. “Can we defeat Morfran?”

Lachlan nodded. “He’s no Allarun, even if he is powerful. He most likely has the ability to summon demons and to feed on life force. I don’t know what else, but I would guess illusions, mindspeak, and maybe other magicks that deal with power. I don’t know for certain—we only saw him once.”

“Small favor, that.”

Lachlan shrugged, and Shadowhelm winced at their similarity. With that, the older man laughed. “It’s not easy seeing your doppelganger, is it?”

“It’s weird seeing someone act like me.”

“That’s because you are me and I am you. Granted, your body is different than the one I lost, but there are enough similarities. You were bound to pick up some of my mannerisms.”

Shadowhelm shook his head, his teeth chattering as the wind whipped around them. “So, we’re the same?”

“Yes. I’m just kept hidden to prevent Allarun from discovering who you are too soon. You won’t be able to free me from this half-life for quite some time. In the meantime, we’ve got to figure out how to keep us from getting killed.”

“At this point, I’ll die from freezing. Can you at least dry me off?”

Lachlan chuckled. “Yes.”

At that, Shadowhelm felt his chest grow hot. The heat radiated out of his chest and down his extremities, causing steam to bubble up from his gambeson and armor. He watched in fascination as the clothing and armor dried off and the water hung about him like a fog. His stomach rumbled. “I’m hungry.”

Lachlan smiled wryly. “It’s one of the downsides to being so young. You have little reserves. As you mature, you’ll be able to store energy, but now, you need food to fuel those tricks.”

“Really?” Shadowhelm considered it. “So, my abilities aren’t limitless.”

“Of course not. Even at the height of my power, I didn’t have unlimited energy. No one does. Not even the gods. But they do have tricks they can use to keep their reserves. So do I, but in this body, we can’t use those ways until your fully grown. They would tax your body too much.”

“Morfran doesn’t look any older than me but doesn’t seem constrained,” Shadowhelm said. “Why does he have so much power?”

“He does because he takes his power from others. He feeds on death, just like Areyn Sehduk does.”

“Could he feed on us?”

Lachlan shook his head. “I doubt it. Allarun couldn’t feed on me. But if Morfran kills us, dead is still dead, regardless of his intent.” 

“That’s reassuring to know.”

Lachlan cocked his head and his eyes glazed for a moment before becoming clear again. “Your water horse is looking for you, as is Ashur. Be careful—I fear Morfran may be nearby.”

With that, Shadowhelm felt the world spin and blacked out.

oOo
 

Shadowhelm came to with a gentle nudge against his shoulder. He found himself curled in a ball, sitting with his head pressed against his knees that were drawn into his chest. It was still raining, but he had somehow drawn his oil-soaked cloak around him and he was no longer wet. A gift from Lachlan, perhaps? Maybe proof that he didn’t just dream this up.

The thought of having another being within his own mind—or was it soul?—vexed him. Lachlan had assured him he couldn’t just take over Shadowhelm without his permission, but Lachlan could be lying. Shadowhelm didn’t want anyone else within him, certainly not a warrior from hundreds of years before.

But Lachlan said Shadowhelm was also a son of Rhyn’athel. That meant Shadowhelm had powers too, but he had no idea how to use them. Lachlan could teach him, but maybe he wouldn’t, if it was his intent to take over Shadowhelm’s body…

I’m not going to take you over, Lachlan said. We’re a blend of the two personalities.

Shadowhelm was certain he was going mad.

The nudge continued along with a low nicker. Shadowhelm turned to see the water horse nibbling at his cloak. His hand came up and he stroked the velvet nose. “I’m all right,” he said softly. The horse pressed its muzzled against his face and he breathed in the horsey scent: earthy and full of comfort, despite everything. “You knew, didn’t you?” he whispered. 

Another low nicker.

His hands were growing cold. He slowly stood up. “Where’s Ashur?”

The horse cocked its head and then walked off. Shadowhelm followed it; a creeping feeling of uncertainty caused him to hesitate. 

I sense nothing, but something doesn’t feel right, Lachlan said.

Shadowhelm agreed. What it was, he couldn’t be sure. He followed the Fae horse back to the cavern and hesitated when the gelding stopped. His instincts screamed at him to flee—to turn around. He drew the Fae adamantine blade.

The gelding vanished. Shadowhelm whirled around to see both Ashur and the water horse chained to one of the rocks that made up the sea caves. Ashur lay stricken, his body propped up against the tan sandstone; blood stained the rock in dark splotches. Ashur’s black skin held a pallid quality and flies buzzed around his face. He stared out languidly from half-lidded eyes. Only his shallow breathing told Shadowhelm he was alive.

Next to him, the water horse writhed against the cold iron that cut into its legs. It snorted and cried out in pain, worrying at the hobbles, slickened with blood. It saw Shadowhelm and its eyes glowed menacingly. Stay away, the horse’s message rang clear in the Shara’kai’s head.

“What in Rhyn’athel’s name?” Shadowhelm gasped. He hadn’t heard or seen any of this. He started toward them, but he felt Lachlan hold him back. 

Morfran, Lachlan said. His powers of illusion are quite remarkable.

“This is an illusion?” Shadowhelm said.

“No, it’s not, but it cost me quite a bit to hide them.”

Shadowhelm turned and saw Morfran standing ten paces away. Beside him stood an older man and woman, dressed in royal finery.

“Morfran?” Shadowhelm asked.

“Indeed, the one and only.” Morfran smiled, his eyes darting hungrily toward Ashur and the water horse. “You’ve led me on quite a chase, though I suspect you had no idea what you were doing.”

Take care of him now, the older man said.

Not yet, Shadowhelm heard Morfran said clearly, although he did not speak. 

Shadowhelm blinked. “Who is with you?”

Morfran glanced at the two people. “What do you mean?”

He can see us—kill him now, the woman said.

“Yes, I can see them—what are they?” Shadowhelm stared at them.

Heathstalkers, said Lachlan.

“They are the ghosts of my dear departed parents.” Morfran brushed a piece of imaginary lint from his sleeve. “I suspect you know nothing of your parents, since you come from the Northmen barbarians.”

Shadowhelm’s face grew hot and took a step forward, raising his blade, only to feel Lachlan’s calming presence dissipate some of his anger. 

Don’t be stupid. He’s trying to goad you to unbalance you enough so he can strike.

Shadowhelm hesitated and looked hard at the ghosts. They seemed substantial enough—could others not see them?

There are no such thing as ghosts, Lachlan said.

Demons? Are you sure?

Yes.

Shadowhelm met Morfran’s gaze, hoping he looked more confident than he felt. “Obviously they want me dead, but you haven’t killed me yet. What do you want with me?”

Morfran smiled, baring his teeth like a snarling predator. “You’re Lachlan Ah’rhyn, aren’t you?”

“Who?” Shadowhelm furrowed his brow.

“You’re not a good liar.” Morfran stepped forward and Shadowhelm switched to a guard. “If you want your friend and the water horse spared, I suggest you drop your sword and come with me.”

“So you can kill me?”

Morfran smiled again, but said nothing.

Why do you bother speaking to him? The female demon ran her hand through Morfran’s hair. Take him to the dungeon now.

“He can hear you,” Morfran remarked.

Shadowhelm’s eyes flickered between Morfran and the demons, and their two hostages. Ashur looked pale—whatever Morfran did, the older mercenary needed a healer immediately. Although he couldn’t see the wounds, the blood soaked armor and blood seeping into the ground suggested something serious.

He may not live long, Lachlan replied. Let me take control—I might be able to save him.

No. Shadowhelm took a deep breath. He didn’t like the idea of another controlling his body.

“Shadowhelm.” Ashur opened his eyes. His eyes pooled with blood and his voice came out in a raspy croak. “Don’t…”

Shadowhelm took a step forward, raising his sword above his head and pointing the tip directly at Morfran. “What did you do to him?”

“I tasted him,” Morfran said. “It’s a pity he’s Ansgar, his magic is useless to me. His life force, however, is quite sweet.”

“And you call me a barbarian.” Shadowhelm narrowed his gaze; his mouth becoming dry. “You wouldn’t be able to do anything with Lachlan Ah’rhyn even if I were him.”

“Oh?” Morfran looked intrigued. “Why is that?”

“Why don’t you ask your heathstalkers?”

“Heathstalkers?” Morfran stared at Shadowhelm.

“Those things you call your parents. They aren’t…”

Before he could finish his sentence, the female demon screamed and leapt at him, hands outstretched. Her guise slipped away and it became a hideous creature with wicked talons, ending with venomous claws, wings, and an inhuman face with large tusks and fangs. Shadowhelm swung the adamantine sword and before the demon could tear into him, the blade cut deep through its claws. Black blood spewed everywhere as the talons fell from the bloodied stumps. The demon shrieked and retreated, using its bat-like wings to lift it into the air.

Sceaduhelm… Lachlan’s mental voice almost became a plea. Let me take control… Shadowhelm ignored him as he slipped back into a guard.

The other demon rushed him as the first one wailed and leapt at him with its venomous tail. Shadowhelm barely parried the first attack, but the female demon’s stinger hit him hard. It bounced off the adamantine armor and Shadowhelm was able to grasp the tail with a gauntleted hand and jerk the female demon from the air, slamming it into the ground. Another wail, and the male demon lashed its tail at him. 

This time, the tail whipped low and sent Shadowhelm sprawling. The female demon was on top of him, trying to rake its rear talons past his guard so it could inject venom into exposed flesh. Shadowhelm rolled, trying to escape, but even with its forelegs severed, the demon was still powerful. It used its powerful wings to maneuver around and keep him pinned.

Sceaduhelm… Lachlan’s voice bellowed in his brain, causing a headache. You’re going to get us killed.

Shadowhelm rolled again and flailed the blade upward, trying to cut the demon. The male demon hung back, watching eagerly as its mate pressed its attack. Shadowhelm ignored Lachlan’s bellowing in his mind and cut deep into the demon’s flesh. The female demon screamed as both blood and viscera poured out, splashing him with ichor and acid. He heard himself cry out as it burned into his face and exposed skin. Pain shot through him and he dropped the sword; the demon blood blinded him.

Demon claws gripped him and he felt the agonizing twist of his shoulder snapping. He screamed again and collapsed into a welcome blackness.

oOo
 

The male demon stood over Shadowhelm’s body. It hissed and lowered its head, exposing rows of sharp teeth to slice into the unconscious Shara’kai’s neck.

“Careful, father,” said Morfran. “He’s no use to me if you kill him.”

It killed my mate, the demon snarled.

“Yes, I saw. Pity. She did a passable job of mimicking Lady Hakana—I was actually glad to see her die again.” Morfran chuckled. 

The heath-stalker eyed him. If you hated her so much, what was the point of this charade?

“You killed my parents and I still needed them, such as they were.” Morfran shrugged. “Consider it my own guilty need. Now change back.”

The demon took the form of his father.

“You’re dismissed until I call for you again.”

The demon snarled again at him. For a moment it looked as though it might disobey, but instead disappeared. 

Morfran turned to Ashur and the water horse. “Alas, I cannot allow either of you to live.” With that, Morfran grasped the mercenary’s head and pulled his head up to look at him in the eyes. Ashur was almost gone anyway. The man’s bloodied eyes stared unseeing into his own and he used his own will to grasp what was left of the mercenary’s life force. Ashur opened his mouth to scream, but the only sound that came out was the raspy gurgle of blood. The life force left and Morfran snatched it, letting the sweet energy feed his own.

He dropped the body and it sagged against the chains. There hadn’t been much left. He sighed and turned to the water horse.

The Fae horse snarled, showing rows of sharp, predator teeth. Despite the cold iron he had hobbled the animal with, it was still dangerous. He could feel the wild magic pound against the shackles, but to no avail. He suspected the iron was seeping into the water horse’s blood like poison.

Still, taking the gelding’s life force would be tricky. The Fae were not like other beings he could drain readily. Neither creatures of Rhyn’athel, nor the construct of Areyn Sehduk’s, the Fae were the trickster god’s children. Their magic followed none of the rules Rhyn’athel or Areyn’s creations kept. None of the demons knew if he could take their powers and life force.

He approached the Fae horse and it lunged at him. “Stop it, or I’ll bind you with more iron.”

The horse worried at the fetter with its teeth, but to no avail. Morfran closed his eyes and focused on the gelding’s life force. It would be better to touch it, but he didn’t dare try. Instead, he felt…nothing. Nothing? 

For a moment, he puzzled over the water horse. Perhaps the life force of the Fae was so alien he couldn’t obtain power from it. Or maybe by clamping the beast in cold iron, he had rendered the wild magic impotent. Whatever the case, it didn’t matter. He had Shadowhelm—and that was most important.

With that, he walked over to the unconscious Shara’kai, grasped his arm, and willed them both back to the palace.

oOo
 

The water horse watched them disappear and sagged against the chains as rain began to fall again. For the first time in its life, it had been captured and held in cold iron. The iron burned its fetlock as it chaffed painfully. The gelding could feel the iron poison as it flowed through the fetters that held it.

Morfran had left it to die.

Lightning crackled overhead and thunder resounded over the waves, tantalizingly close, and yet, too far for the tide to sweep in. Rain pelted the horse’s skin, soaking it, mixing with its blood from where the shackles had bit into its skin. The rain soon became a torrent, and the water horse closed its eyes with relief. Even cold iron could not break the Fae horse’s bond to its natural element. As the water pounded against its hide, it mixed with the brine in its hair, and the gelding’s breath became steadier and stronger. Rivulets ran down its coat and as they did, the Fae’s body grew translucent. Another crack of lightning and peal of thunder. The rain poured against its body, washing away the Fae horse until nothing was left but the manacle. 

oOo
 

Shadowhelm awoke with his head pounding furiously. He was lying face down, uncomfortably, against what appeared to be stone. He looked around, disoriented, unable to see much in the blackness. He tried moving his hands and found them chained behind his back.

He felt more than heard the dying pleas of the men and women who Morfran had brought into this place. They begged for mercy, or prayed to their gods, hoping that somehow they would be spared their miserable end. Morfran in his quest for power had become a life-leech—no different from the demons that fed from mortal emotions and life force. He closed his eyes, trying to shut the dying echoes from his mind.

You didn’t take my advice, Lachlan said, his voice as pained as Shadowhelm felt.

Shadowhelm wondered if the older warrior felt everything he did.

Of course I do. I’m you.

Good, thought Shadowhelm, not feeling at all remorseful for his pettiness. He blinked and his eyes burned.

Demon blood—it’s acidic. I healed us, but it’ll smart for a while.

Shadowhelm shook his head. “You’ll now tell me I should’ve listened to you.”

No need. I think you’ve already told yourself.

Shadowhelm closed his eyes. He wasn’t sure if he couldn’t see anything because of the poison or whether it was truly dark. No one else was in the room—wherever he was. That much, he could sense with his newfound powers.

Here in the darkness, he had a chance to think about what he had done. Ashur was dead—that he was sure of—and Shadowhelm blamed himself. He should’ve listened to Lachlan, should’ve accepted his help, but he couldn’t let go.

Letting go meant loss of his identity. Loss of control. Yes, Lachlan said he would maintain his identity. But Shadowhelm wasn’t so certain. He could feel the other’s presence, stronger than any personality he had met. Lachlan’s forceful nature suffocated him; made him feel unwanted and useless. 

But was maintaining his identity worth dying over?

He felt, more than saw, the demon as it approached. He couldn’t see it with his Shara’kai eyes, but he could see it if he looked at it through the Sight. The Sight gave him the ability Lachlan had—that he had—to see beyond the normal senses. Shadowhelm had used it often, even if he didn’t know what it was.

The slavering creature glided forward, its guise as Morfran’s father gone. Shadowhelm now saw that the demon in Morfran’s palace had been one of the prince’s “parents.” It raised its amorphous head and bared its teeth, launching at Shadowhelm’s neck.

Shadowhelm kicked and rolled away—and found himself falling hard onto granite. He smacked his head and nearly blanked out, but felt the wound close quickly and the pain disappear. Did Lachlan do this or did he? The fleeting thought burned into his mind and he rolled again before the demon could sink its claws into his flesh. The manacles bit hard into his wrists and he wished fervently he had learned how to pick them. He made a note to learn the skill—assuming he lived through it.

The demon came at him again and Shadowhelm kicked out. His feet hit the demon this time and the creature’s claws tore at his armor. This time, the armor held, being made of adamantine. Another kick and the contact threw the demon back hard. Shadowhelm scuttled backwards and shouted something in a language he didn’t know. The demon shrieked and exploded into flame.

A wave of exhaustion swept over the Shara’kai like the ocean in a storm. Sweat ran down his face and drenched his gambeson as he saw the demon howl and run around the room. He could see he was in a windowless chamber with a door on the far side. A dais and altar stood beside him—he must have fallen off it when he rolled. The demon howled again, this time shuddering and collapsing in a fiery heap. The stench of burning flesh and hair made him gag and his eyes watered from the putrid stench.

Shadowhelm closed his eyes and concentrated on the shackles, but nothing.

Nothing?

You’ve overused your power.

Shadowhelm grimaced at Lachlan’s words. He felt both hungry and sick; his weakness had to do with lack of food and using too much magic. The odor of burning demon made him feel sick and he could barely wet his lip with his parched tongue. How was he going to get out of this?

I could maybe open the fetters.

Shadowhelm grimaced again at Lachlan’s request. It was simple, and yet held great peril. What if he allowed the older warrior to take control? Would it end who he was?

Lachlan made no reply. Shadowhelm had the feeling the older warrior knew that should he push the issue, Shadowhelm would balk. Even so, the Shara’kai felt resentful. Lachlan knew him as well as Shadowhelm knew himself. Maybe better.

But what good did it do him if he were dead?

The groan of the door and torchlight interrupted Shadowhelm’s reverie. He scuttled beside the altar, wondering how he would get up. He might be able to use the stone against his back to push himself to his feet, but what then? Without the use of his hands, he knew he was helpless.

“What?” Morfran’s voice echoed in the chamber. The prince raised the torch and looked over the dead demon. Shadowhelm pressed against the altar; his heart pounding in his ears. “Damn it!” Morfran snarled. “How is the name of Tarentor did he escape?”

Shadowhelm took a slow breath. Did Morfran think he had escaped? It made sense in a perverted way. The demon carcass and the empty altar suggested that maybe the Shara’kai was more capable than he was. But Morfran was likely to find him in the Web of Wyrd.

He cannot, Lachlan said. He is as blind to you as you are to him.

Good, Shadowhelm thought.

“Where is he?” Morfran shouted at the demon’s remains. He waved the torch wildly, causing the shadows to flicker around the room. He turned around and stormed out.

Shadowhelm took a gasping breath, and then another. He leaned his head back against the cold stone, his head pounding furiously. Then, slowly, he pressed against the altar and scooted upward, until he was upright.

Now what? he asked himself. He couldn’t get out of this place until he freed his hands somehow. The key would be useful. 

He closed his eyes again and concentrated on using the Sight. The effort seemed monumental—just the act of trying to use it was enough to increase his headache from a throb to a roar. But if he was going to escape, he had to find the key to the manacles. He thought about trying to break the iron with his power, but the destruction of the demon weakened him too much. 

Slowly, he felt the key within the Wyrd, and despaired. Morfran had taken it with him. Shadowhelm slumped against the stone altar; the draw had been too much. As he did, his hand rested on something hard and metallic: his sword.

Shadowhelm blinked. Morfran had left the adamantine blade? Adamantine could cut iron, but he had no way of propping it so he could cut the manacle. The gruesome thought of cutting off his own hand popped into his mind, but he discarded it. He doubted he could heal himself in the condition he was currently in, much less reattach his hand.

The door opened and Shadowhelm froze as light filled the room. Not torchlight; Fae light. He stared as the Fae entered the room. 

Now that he was lucent, Shadowhelm could see the creature properly. The Fae was about Shadowhelm’s height, but his build was wispy and slight. He had a face that was so pretty, it was almost feminine, and the shock of black and brown hair that framed his face like a mane reminded Shadowhelm of the water horse. His clothes too were black and brown, but his eyes were sea green and water dripped from his hair.

“You?” Shadowhelm asked. “You’re the gelding?” The Fae’s face flushed, and Shadowhelm realized he had encroached on a touchy subject. He winced at the implication. “How did you escape the fetters?”

“It rained,” the Fae said simply. “There was enough salinity to my mane and coat that the water washed me away.” He paused. “Some call me Kelwyn.” 

“Kelwyn, eh? Nice trick. Can you do something about these chains?”

The Fae closed the door and whispered something in its language. A burst of wild magic sealed the chamber. “Morfran won’t interrupt us.” Shadowhelm nodded. The Fae walked around to his back. “Cold iron,” he said with disgust.

“Yes,” Shadowhelm said. “I thought maybe I could slice it with my sword, but…”

The Fae eyed the adamantine sword. “Do you trust me?”

“No, but I’ve run out of options.”

The Fae snorted and drew the blade. “Turn around and hold your arms as far back and as stretched out as they will go.”

Shadowhelm did so, hoping his trust wasn’t misplaced. He heard a whoosh as the blade cut down. The breeze caused the hairs on his skin to rise. A sharp clink and his arms flew outward as the tension released. He rubbed his shoulders, sore from being held in one position too long.

“Thank you.” He turned around. “Where’s Ashur?”

Kelwyn shook his head while handing back the blade. “Morfran murdered him. I couldn’t do anything but watch. He left me to die.”

A hard lump of rage settled in Shadowhelm’s throat. “I should’ve listened…he might have been still alive had it not been for me…”

“I don’t think so. Even if you are Lachlan, I don’t think you could’ve bested Morfran with his demons. He came prepared—Ashur and I were just bait to bring you in.” 

“I just didn’t expect the venom. The other one is over in the corner.” Shadowhelm waved a manacled hand toward the smoldering corpse. The cuff was heavy and bit in. He would have to have a smith take it off.

Kelwyn knelt down beside the body. “You killed it?”

Shadowhelm nodded.

A measure of respect ran through the Fae’s face as he regarded the dead demon. “This took a lot of energy.”

“It did. I won’t be able to do anything like that again without food.”

The Fae looked around. “This whole place reeks of cold iron. We must leave before he finds us.”

“I doubt he’ll be back. He thinks I escaped. Still, we’ll make quite a pair leaving the place.”

Kelwyn nodded and snapped his fingers. Shadowhelm felt a surge of magic as it flowed from the Fae and enveloped them both. “We’re invisible now—let’s go.”

oOo
 

“Search the palace—I need to have that Northman found!” Morfran shouted at the guards. The guards stood at attention in a line down the narrow hallway. In the wall sconces’ dim light, he could barely make out the features of the men, cast in shadows. Normally, Morfran found the place comforting in some small way, but now he was worried it might conceal a single Shara’kai mercenary. He walked down the line of soldiers who guarded his palace, his rage building. “He escaped from my dungeons. I assure you if you fail to find him, each of you will take his place.” 

The guards saluted and marched out of the hall, leaving him with his own dark thoughts. How in the gods’ names did Shadowhelm escape? he wondered. He had no allies—the water horse and the mercenary are dead. The manacles were strong. He couldn’t have gotten out unless he was truly Lachlan…

The difficulty of magically killing the demon wasn’t lost on Morfran. Not only had Shadowhelm killed Morfran’s surrogate parents, but he had escaped the dungeon. The ward and locking spells were no longer there; they disappeared as if he had never set them. The wards should have notified him of tampering; they should have killed anyone entering.

Could Lachlan have enough power to transport himself?

He stalked back to his quarters, opened the bottle of wine, and took a swig. He collapsed in his chair and stared at the ceiling. He tried to remember the legends about Lachlan—most he discounted due to the apparent god-like abilities people ascribed to him. Now, he thought hard about those abilities. He had considered those stories exaggeration and nonsense—stories told by peasants to keep their morale up in the face of unrelenting repression. But now, he had to wonder if some stories were true. It seemed likely.

If the stories were true, then Lachlan Ah’rhyn’s magic could defeat Morfran. Morfran hated to think he might have chosen the wrong opponent—one at least his equal, if not his superior. Fair fights were for idiots. Except in this case, Morfran chose his victims carefully. They needed to be weak enough so he could overpower them.

He took another swig from the bottle and wiped his face on his sleeve, leaving a purplish stain on the fabric. If Lachlan held that much power, what the Shara’kai said might be true. Morfran might not be able to absorb the man’s life force or his power. Still, leaving such a dangerous adversary alive wasn’t prudent. Morfran had enough to worry about with Allarun. Another powerful warlord could end his life.

He stood up, slightly tipsy from the wine; the food in the mercenary camp long gone. He walked into the next room where his personal library was; the massive oaken bookshelf rose from floor to ceiling, filled with boring and innocuous, musty tomes. He waved his hand, and the illusion fell away, revealing shelves of dangerous texts. Yes, the books looked similar—which was the beauty of the spell—but the writing returned to their normal words. The tomes contained spells, many written in different Eleion dialects from warlords and demon summoners. He grinned at his cleverness. Not even the demons knew where his books had been hidden.

But now, he faced a dilemma. He could leave Shadowhelm alive and hope he would just leave and fulfill the Prophecy that left Allarun on edge. Once Lachlan revealed himself and killed Allarun, Morfran could work in the shadows and bring the Shara’kai down. That was how Morfran preferred to work. But he doubted Shadowhelm would allow that to happen; now that Shadowhelm knew Morfran killed Ashur and the water horse.

He sighed. The heathstalkers were useful, but he couldn’t expect them to kill Lachlan. He pulled a particularly large, black tome that stank of evil and burned the back of his throat with each breath. He preferred to draw more life force before summoning an archdemon, but he had no time. He cast a warded circle and began the summoning.

oOo
 

Shadowhelm and the Fae walked stealthily down the long hallway and up the stairs that led from the dungeon. Shadowhelm winced as they passed the cells—too many lives had ended here; too much fear and anguish soaked into these walls. The denizens had long since died; souls to feed the mad prince and his demons.

Morfran showed no mercy.

That one is more of a demon than a man, Lachlan said. Shadowhelm was inclined to agree. He glanced at Kelwyn and wondered why the Fae thought he was important enough to have a water horse guard him. He wondered too what either of them could do if they met Morfran. Shadowhelm was too weak with hunger to use magic; Kelwyn couldn’t abide cold steel and seemed susceptible to Morfran’s power.

As if reading his mind, the Fae halted and drew what appeared to be a small flatbread from a bag that hung on his belt. “Here,” he whispered. “Eat this. It will give you enough energy.”

Shadowhelm took the bread and eyed it warily. Northmen legends warned of eating anything from the Fae.

If he wanted to kill us, he would’ve left us with Morfran, Lachlan remarked.

“Thank you,” Shadowhelm whispered and bit into the bread. Honey-sweet, the bread melted on his tongue and he felt better. He glanced down at the bread. “What is it?”

“Honey loaves,” said Kelwyn. “One of the few foods mortals can eat.”

Shadowhelm ate it quickly as they walked. The corridor led to a tall, spiral staircase. The Fae hesitated and looked up. “What is it?” Shadowhelm asked.

“This staircase is our only way out. Unfortunately, it leads to Morfran’s chambers.”

“Is he there?”

Kelwyn shrugged. “I don’t know. My guess is he is.”

“How’d you get by him before?”

“He was drinking.” The Fae shrugged again. 

“Let’s hope he’s still drunk,” Shadowhelm said as they walked up the stairwell and pushed open the door. 

oOo
 

“Hrrr hrrr click clickurrrr…”

Morfran chanted the spell as it focused his energy toward opening the gate between the two worlds. More like growls and guttural clicks, he spoke in the demon language—not the language of men. Demon summoning was as much of an art form as it was magic. Speak the wrong words in the demon tongue and the summoning would go awry.

But Morfran had summoned many demons. Normally, he would sacrifice a life to give him strength, but he had to rely on the life force Ashur had given him. The mercenary had a strong life force, capable of sustaining him for a while, but demons this powerful needed strong magic to keep them from breaking through and slaughtering the summoner.

He could feel the gate swing open as a flood of alien energy poured into his summoning circle. It glowed malevolently, black rimmed with purple fire. The Web of Wyrd flashed in the circle, showing its weave for a split second before a fiery mix of smoke and light filled the circle. The smoke then began to coalesce, dark and menacing. First the head—a black raptor with oxen horns, it snapped at the barrier that kept it from tearing into Morfran. The great wings and shoulders appeared next—along with a man’s arms that ended in sharp claws. The rest of the body came next: a scaly black and sinewy dragon body and tail. 

The archdemon screamed as it twisted within the warded circle. Too large for the circle, its great bulk was at least twelve feet in height. It clawed at the barrier as it writhed in pain. Morfran smiled. The next step would be to bind it so it could not attack him when he released it from the circle.

The door between the dungeon and his quarters opened. For a brief second, Morfran turned his gaze to the passage, letting his wine-addled concentration slip. To his shock, he saw Shadowhelm and the Fae step through the portal, their forms barely masked by Fae magic.

The archdemon snarled and tore through the circle. It pounced on Morfran, tearing into the prince. Morfran screamed once before being torn apart in a bloody frenzy as the demon feasted on his flesh. It then turned to Shadowhelm and Kelwyn.

oOo
 

“Fire and first-bloods, what the hell is that?” Shadowhelm gasped. Morfran’s blood splattered across them and the creature looked up with glowing red eyes.

“Archdemon,” Kelwyn said. “Run!” The Fae turned and vaulted back down the stairs into the dungeon.

Shadowhelm needed no second urging. He barely managed to retreat into the hidden passage and slam the door before the demon leapt at it. Claws sliced through stone like mud as the demon shrieked behind the stone.

Well, at least we don’t have to worry about Morfran, Lachlan said.

Shadowhelm vaulted down the steps, missed his footing, and tumbled down hard onto the stone. Panting, he rolled to his feet. “Kelwyn!” he shouted.

“Over here!” The water horse slid out of one of the cells. “How long do you think the door will hold it?”

A loud crack echoed in reply.

“It’s through,” Shadowhelm panted after sprinting to the Fae’s side. “Where’s the exit?”

“That was it. We’re trapped.” 

Shadowhelm shook his head. “Damn Athel’cen and first-bloods. How are we going to get out of this?”

Let me take control. I’ve killed demons before. Shadowhelm could see Lachlan standing beside him in the darkness. An illusion?

“Archdemons?” Shadowhelm asked. “You can kill one?”

“I can’t kill one. I don’t even know if adamantine can slay them,” Kelwyn said.

Shadowhelm held up his hand for silence. 

Yes, I’ve slain them. They’re tough, but I can do it. I’ll need control, though.

Shadowhelm took a deep breath. “You’ll return control, though?”

“Who are you talking to?” Kelwyn asked.

Yes, I swear on our blood. May Rhyn’athel strike me down if I lie.

“That’s not much of an oath,” Shadowhelm muttered. “I’d die too.”

A scream and the crash of rocks interrupted them. The dungeon shook as the demon landed hard on the ground.

“Now is not the time to get delusional,” shouted Kelwyn. “What…”

If you want to live…

“I don’t have much of a choice.” With that, Shadowhelm relinquished control.

All at once, he felt Lachlan Ah’rhyn’s strength flow through him. Powerful and mature, he could feel the soul, not of one, but two sons of Rhyn’athel guide him forward. He drew the adamantine sword. “I need you as a horse,” Shadowhelm heard himself say but his voice sounded deeper and more resonant. He sent a ball of light overhead, filling the hallway with its glow.

Kelwyn blinked and stared at the light. “What?”

The demon screeched at them and Lachlan leapt forward, his sword in a strong guard. The demon hissed and glared at him; its eyes glowing like hot embers. It snapped and lunged at the ancient warrior.

“Fyrene!” Lachlan shouted and a fire flew from his hands. It hit the demon, the force causing it to reel backward. He heard a clatter of hooves behind him and grasped the water horse’s mane, vaulting onto its back. They flew by the demon and Lachlan lashed out, catching the tip of the blade on the demon’s wing and shoulder.

The demon bellowed in pain and wheeled around. Lachlan sent the ball of light spiraling toward the archdemon as the water horse bore him up the ruined stairs and through the door. Lachlan snapped his fingers, and the staircase collapsed in a heap of rubble.

The Fae horse pranced across the fine rug, knocking over tables and splashing the finely carved furniture with sea water.

How soon? Kelwyn asked.

“Not long—we just slowed him up. “ Lachlan dismounted and yanked open the door. “Come on; we have to get out of here.” He sheathed his sword, climbed back up on the horse’s back and held on. “Find a way out.”

With that, the water horse leapt through the door and down the hall. Lachlan clung to the horse’s neck as low as he could possibly get in such a tight passage. They turned the corner to the stairs and saw three soldiers.

“There he is! Get him!” shouted one of the men.

oOo
 

Lachlan groaned as the men ran forward. He recognized them as the ones who tried to beat up Shadowhelm the first time. “Listen, Morfran is dead, and there’s an angry demon right behind us.”

“Right, and I’m the Emperor,” said the guard. “Let’s get him.” He started forward, sword in hand.

Lachlan rolled his eyes and sighed. He raised his hand and a gust of wind knocked the men to the floor. The demon bellowed behind Lachlan, and the water horse leapt over the fallen men and galloped down the hall. The men looked up to see the archdemon bearing down on them. Lachlan turned the corner just as the demon pounced on the men.

The gelding loped into the main hall, hooves clattering on inlayed marble floors. Men and women scattered; some lords and ladies, some guards, and many servants. The hall spanned several stories with huge stone and marble columns supporting the roof and ceiling. Frescoes lined the walls and ceiling, depicting idyllic scenes of farming, hunting and animals. 

“Get out! Get out!” Lachlan shouted to the people there. “Demon!”

Lord Fallon stepped forward. “Now see here…”

The demon leapt into the hall and roared. It saw Fallon and leapt on him, tearing him apart in a bloody mass. 

People screamed and scattered. Lachlan kneed the water horse around and drew his sword. “Damn Athel’cen and first-bloods,” he swore. “We’re going to have to fight it here.”

Kelwyn looked askance at him, but took Lachlan’s direction as he squeezed his legs against the horse’s sides. The Fae horse charged the demon and Lachlan swung the adamantine sword. The demon batted at them, catching the sword in its claws and the blade sheared off two of the talons. Black blood poured from the wound and the demon screamed in pain and rage. It slammed its tail into one of the columns. The column crumbled and fell crashing onto the fine inlayed marble floors. A rumble, and the ceiling cracked sharply.

The demon leapt on them and Lachlan slashed the blade into the archdemon’s flesh. The creature screamed and pulled away, raking the Fae horse and slamming into another column. Another rumble and a huge portion of the ceiling gave way.

The dark, swollen sky thundered and thick sheets of rain poured into the palace.

The Fae horse skittered away from the failing stone and leapt over the rubble. It flew up to the hole in the roof and its hooves clattered on the tiles. Lachlan held on, drenched and his hands slippery as the water horse whinnied in response. “How bad are you hurt?” he asked the horse.

I’ll need treatment for the venom, but right now, I’m all right. It didn’t inject much.

The demon flew up to the roof and screamed. Lachlan hesitated. Fire wouldn’t work here, but he had plenty of water. He drew deep from Shadowhelm’s reserves, feeling the Shara’kai’s body weakening. He grasped the wind and water as it came from the sky and twisted it. The elements of wind and water shrieked at him, angry at their magical imprisonment. He drew them in then let them loose.

The elements twisted in a whirlwind of water and storm. They buffeted the demon, causing it to lose footing and shove it backward. The wind ripped the towers from the palace and tore a good portion of the roof from the palace’s east wings.

The demon clutched at the stone as the whirlwind did its damage. The creature then leapt at Lachlan and he tumbled from the horse to the slippery roof tiles. The sword flew from his hands and skittered down the roof to the rumble below. The Fae horse whinnied as Lachlan found himself sliding down the tiles.

For a brief second, he thought he was going to fall. But to his surprise, Shadowhelm took control and grasped the tiles before he could tumble several stories to the rubble below. I know my own body, Shadowhelm replied. You take care of the demon; I’ll keep us alive.

Lachlan grasped the air again, and the air became a maelstrom of water and wind, twisting. The demon flew at them and this time, Lachlan sent the twisting vortex toward the demon. Lightning flashed and the cyclone tore into the demon and the rest of the palace. The demon exploded as lightning ripped through it.

Lachlan found himself falling, unable to hang onto the roof even with Shadowhelm’s strength as the building collapsed around him. As he scrambled, his hands grasped something strong and fur covered. He twined his fingers through the water horse’s mane and clung on. 

He was sure it was going to hurt.

oOo
 

Shadowhelm found himself clutching the water horse as it leapt onto the rubble. He had somehow entwined his arms around the gelding’s neck as Kelwyn leapt from stone to stone as it skittered down. The horse leapt off the ruins and Shadowhelm released his hold on the Fae. 

“I shouldn’t have been able to hold on.”

Kelwyn nickered softly, and Shadowhelm heard a mirthless chuckle. I think the Fae had something to do with that, Lachlan replied.

Kelwyn nudged him, and Shadowhelm looked around. Town folk, armored guards, and mercenaries stood staring at him and what was left of the palace. Most were in shock, unable to fathom what they had just witnessed. 

Much of the town lay in ruin. His fight with the demon proved costly. He stood and stared at the destruction, wondering how he could ever fix this. “I don’t suppose they’re going to pay me.”

Kelwyn nudged him more urgently and Shadowhelm saw the guards’ attention had shifted from the ruined palace to him. They pointed and spoke in their southern language. “That’s not good.”

Shadowhelm leapt onto the Fae horse and felt a shimmer of magic as the horse trotted away, leaving the men staring agape at the place where the horse had stood.
  


Chapter Twenty
 

Kelwyn didn’t stop until they returned to the sea caves. There, Shadowhelm found what was left of Ashur’s body. He and Kelwyn gathered enough driftwood for a pyre. He then lit the pyre, letting the flames take the older mercenary.

“You did what you could,” Kelwyn said as he rubbed the sand from his fingers. He had changed back into his other form when they had arrived at the caves. 

“It wasn’t enough.”

“No, but sometimes that’s all we have.” He shrugged. “And now, I’ve fulfilled my duty.”

“Your duty?”

Kelwyn nodded. “Morfran has destroyed many of the Sea Fae in his lust to control demons. The demons would often feed on my people. The Sea Wolf tasked me to keep you safe because of whom you are.”

Shadowhelm frowned. “He knows?”

Kelwyn shook his head. “No, but he suspected. I know you’re Lachlan.”

Shadowhelm felt a twist in his mind as Lachlan stepped forward. “That is true,” Lachlan said. “But that knowledge cannot go further. Now isn’t my time.”

“It isn’t?” The Fae cocked his head.

“No. Nor is it Shadowhelm’s time to know who he really is.” Lachlan shook his head. “I’m sorry, but you can’t remember what just happened the way it did.”

But I’ll remember, Shadowhelm objected.

Not the way it actually happened, Lachlan replied.

With that, both Shadowhelm and Kelwyn slid to the sand and fell into a deep sleep.

oOo
 

Shadowhelm awoke as the first rays of the dawn crested over the sea. Smoke from the funeral pyre’s charred remains still curled lazily skyward, filling the air with the stench of death. Nearby Kelwyn in horse form cropped grass. 

What exactly happened? Shadowhelm wondered as he rubbed his head. Somehow he had managed to defeat the demon with the Fae horse’s help, but the exact battle was sketchy in his mind—did the Fae horse call the lightning down on the demon? 

“I probably owe another life-debt,” he muttered.

Kelwyn looked up and changed back into a man. “No, you don’t. You saved my life—and you removed Morfran who was a curse to my people.”

Shadowhelm looked in the direction of Caer Kinamac. “Well, I guess that job was a loss.”

Kelwyn shrugged. “You did well.”

“You think so?”

The Fae nodded. “You’re a good fighter. You’ll do well as a mercenary.”

“If I make any money.” He grinned wryly. “You don’t suppose they’d pay me?”

Kelwyn snorted. “Hopefully they won’t come looking for you.” He pulled out a sack and tossed it to Shadowhelm. It jingled as Shadowhelm caught it.

“What’s this?”

“A token of appreciation from my people.”

Shadowhelm smirked. “Faerie gold?”

Kelwyn nodded. “It’ll help you buy a horse in the next town.”

“I don’t suppose you’d give me a ride there.”

“Why not?” With that, Kelwyn changed into his horse form. Shadowhelm climbed up on the gelding and patted his neck before reining him away from Caer Kinamac.

You know that gold is worthless, don’t you? the voice asked.

Yes, Shadowhelm replied. I’ve got enough from the other horses to buy one.
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Chapter One
 

Allarun awoke with a start. The cold air from the keep's sole window prickled his sweat-drenched skin. He sat upright for a while, watching the moon's light play among the clouds. The nightmares had come again. It could not be a coincidence.

He drew himself out of bed and slid into the silken clothing. Cold finery, he reflected thoughtfully. How different it was now from those days on the battlefield. He had never been haunted by nightmares then – the world had been remarkably real. Life and death. Living and dead. Friendship and betrayal…

He almost flinched, but caught himself. It was a long time ago, he told himself. Lachlan was gone – his ashes scattered and long buried beneath the Darkling Plain. The Eleion were but a scattered race among the Ansgar. There would be no more war.

Then, why do you dream?

Why indeed? Allarun strode to the window and gazed out into the night. He leaned against the stone; strong, slender fingers gripped the railing. He was tall, even by Eleion standards. Slender to the point of bony – the years had not been kind. At one time, he might have been considered handsome, but now he was wan and withdrawn. The dark mane, once full and flowing, was now lackluster and brittle. His face was angular and pale, but his eyes were still dark and held a hungry fire within. That fire now searched for something.

In the distance, the storm clouds had gathered. Lightning flashed, lighting up the cloudbanks. The thunder rumbled muted, as though the silence weighed heavily upon it. But Allarun knew the wind. The storm would head this way. It always did.

“This is the third time this week,” a soft, female voice said. 

Allarun turned. His gaze fell upon a small woman in crimson robes. Cascades of golden curls flowed from beneath the hood as she gazed into his eyes with her own steady green ones. “I did not summon you,” he remarked, not bothering to hide the irritation that crept into his voice. 

“No, you did not,” she said as she closed the door and strode into the room. A delicately painted fingernail traced the crystal ball that sat on the stand near the bed. “My Lord, I am indeed surprised. I would have thought the Sight would not have left you.”

Allarun frowned. “It has not, Lila, though I sometime wish it were so.” He stared back out at the moon. 

“What did you dream?” she asked.

“How did you get past the guards?” 

Lila laughed. “You ask a sorceress?”

Allarun's gaze narrowed. “I have grown too complacent,” he grumbled. “A few hundred years ago you wouldn't have made it to the Keep.”

“Perhaps,” she smiled. “Are you going to answer my question?”

“Why should I?”

“Because I may have an answer for you.”

“And in return?”

“That remains to be seen.”

Allarun frowned. He knew Lila too well. She would bargain when she had the advantage – that was her kind's treachery. The link between him and Areyn Sehduk had grown dim over the centuries. Perhaps she might be able to resolve that which he had lost. Still, the sorceress's help did not come without a price.

“Very well,” he said. “I dreamt of the Darkling Plain and of Lachlan again.”

“Did he die?” she asked, as her hands traced the reddened wood on the table. 

“Yes, yes!” he snapped.

“Then what causes your concern?”

“The curse – it becomes stronger each time in my dreams.”

She ran her hands lightly along the crystal ball. “My Lord, you know the death curse is the most powerful of magic. As the son of Rhyn'athel, his powers were not weak…”

“I know! I know!” he said. “But why now? Why after all these centuries?”

“Perhaps because the line of Elsonre still runs true.”

Silence engulfed them both. Allarun stared at the moon as it emerged from the dark clouds. “Romarin of the Silver Hand…”

“The Red Wolf.”

“He is at Citadel Heights.”

“Find him and you find Lachlan. Destroy the Lachlan’s incarnation before he awakens, and the curse is no more.”

Allarun nodded.

oOo
 

Shadowhelm stared at the gallows as it swung before him in the wind. The wind was strong that day, blowing the cold air from the alpine tundra miles above the city of Citadel Heights. But even the alpine air could not clean the stench of death and decay that filled his nostrils. The gallows had been used many times before – even if Shadowhelm hadn't seen it, he would have known by the feel. He could feel the gasps as the rope dropped, hundreds, maybe thousands of times before. 

Although mid-morning, the cold sun had not crested the cliffs on the east. He would die in a foreign city, far from his homeland even before the sun rose. Shadowhelm stared dismally ahead. The gallows towered on a platform twenty feet on the North end of Merchant's Quarter. Below him, the shopkeepers were busy displaying their wares and people were going about their business, either buying or selling. Not far from the gallows was a bakery; the aroma of fresh baked bread was incongruous with the morbid scene. There was always a crowd in the Merchant's Quarter – many were wandering idly around, waiting for the day's executions.

A sharp prod propelled him forward, followed by a harsh laugh. “Can't worm yourself out of this one this time, thief?” the guard said.

Shadowhelm wheeled around, deftly averting the poll-axe as it swung towards him. Although ropes bound his wrists tightly behind his back, he still had use of his feet. “I stole nothing!” he hissed. He was shorter than an Eleion and dressed in rags, but he held his head high. Beneath the dirt and bruises was a mixture of Ansgar and Eleion features and a gaze that commanded power. The guard stepped back for a moment, forgetting the man's wrists were bound. 

The guard laughed and spat. “Shara'kai.” Half-blood.

Shadowhelm did not flinch. Under the grime and the rags, he still bore the mark of kings – half-blood or not. The red-gold mane marked him from the Royal House of Lochvaur. “Filth!” Shadowhelm snarled. “I stole nothing.”

“Then may Areyn judge your soul,” the executioner snapped. The big man grasped Shadowhelm's shoulders and spun him around towards the gallows. 

Hanged like a common thief, Shadowhelm thought.

He stared at the noose and redoubled his efforts to slide his hands from the ropes. His wrists were slick with sweat and blood, but the ropes were tight. If he could somehow move his fingers to untie the knots…

The pole-arm prodded him forward. He took two steps and the executioner shoved him into place. Shadowhelm almost recoiled as the man fit the noose on his neck. 

All at once, the memories of dying men flooded Shadowhelm’s mind. Their last thoughts, hopes, and feelings echoed within his thoughts as though this was some ghoulish final torture. His gaze fell on the trap door. At least it'll be quick and he wouldn't have to hear the dying men's final thoughts.

“Halt!” a female voice rang from somewhere beyond the crowd.

The crowd parted and Shadowhelm watched as a soldier astride a dapple gray rode forward. The stallion's hooves chattered on the cobblestones as the warrior reined the steed. 

She was a tall woman wearing chainmail and an open-faced helm with a noseguard. The surcoat she wore over the armor was red and gold with a dragon emblazoned across her chest and back. Shadowhelm recognized the colors and armor immediately. A Chi'lan warrior. 

“What are you doing?” 

Shadowhelm's gaze met hers. She's Eleion, he thought as he recognized the icy steel color of her eyes. He wondered if perhaps she might be from the Royal House of Lochvaur, herself. He couldn't tell, because her hair had been cut warrior-style and was concealed by her helmet. His wrists, drenched with sweat, had become slippery and he found that he could wriggle his hands enough to work the bonds. He slipped his fingers around the knot, praying for more time.

The executioner squinted. “Just hanging a thief, Commander.”

“We're at war, Executioner. Or haven't you heard?”

“Ma'am, I…”

“Didn’t you receive the King's orders? There will be no executions until further orders.”

A murmur ran through the crowd. She stared into the Executioner's eyes. He flinched. “Allarun is on the move. We need anyone who can wield a sword. We need shock troops for Citadel Heights.”

The executioner grinned at Shadowhelm. “Eltar fodder. I hear they are soul-eaters.”

“How would you know? You haven't one,” Shadowhelm shot back. At that moment, the knot slipped and his hands pulled free. 

The executioner snarled, seeing his charge freed. He tripped the trap door.

“No!” shouted the commander. 

But, Shadowhelm had leapt up and grasped the rope before he could fall and snap his neck. He pulled himself upward, clinging to the rope, knowing well that one slip would kill him. All around, the crowd began cheering and yelling. The commander rode forward, trying to reach the platform. “Stand back, all of you!” she warned. The guards held back, not daring to disobey a Chi'lan’s orders.

The executioner was not deterred. He bellowed, drew his sword, and charged at the Shara’kai. Shadowhelm swung and kicked, knocking the executioner in the chest. The man reeled backwards and fell through the trap door. Shadowhelm's hands began slipping. He looked up, trying to gain more purchase on the rope when he saw a flash of a silver si'lar dagger. The throwing weapon sliced through the rope cleanly and he plunged downward.

Shadowhelm caught the edge of the trap door, dropped, and then caught a scaffold. He dropped again and grasped another, before dropping to the ground. The crowd backed away as the executioner rushed forward, swinging his sword. Shadowhelm stepped aside as the heavy hand-and-a-half slid past him and used the big man's momentum to fling him to the ground.

Shadowhelm turned and halted. The Chi'lan warrior’s sword was pointed at his throat. “You don't fight like a common thief,” she remarked, eyeing him appraisingly. “Come with me, Shara'kai, we can use fighters such as you.”
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