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 Dark Destiny

For Arenadd, the journey through the shadows with Skandar was like using his own newly discovered gift—but a hundred times more powerful. This wasn’t mere shielding. He clung on to his partner’s back, feeling the massive strength beneath him; and despite the icy cold, despite the fact that he couldn’t see anything around them but black void, he had never felt so powerful in his life.

But it was humbling, too. For the first time he was beginning to see the full extent of Skandar’s power. It had brought him back from death, and now it was taking them all to freedom.

Unseen in the darkness, Arenadd began to smile. They had the power, and soon they would have a plan. The Night God’s will would be done, and he and Skandar would take everything the world had denied them for so long.

Anyone who stood in their way would die.
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Dedicated to Jackie French.

This book doesn’t have any wise mentors, but I do.
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 Author’s Note

The language of the Northerners is Welsh, a very ancient and beautiful language.

Accordingly, in line with the rules of Welsh pronunciation, “dd” sounds like “th.”

Hence our protagonist’s name, Arenadd, is pronounced as “Arrenath.” Likewise, Saeddryn is pronounced as “Saythrin,” and Arddryn is pronounced as “Arthrin.”
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 Whispers

Huddled alone in a cell deep below the city of Malvern, Arenadd Taranisäii sang. He wasn’t sure of the words or the tune. In fact, he couldn’t quite remember what he was trying to sing. That didn’t matter. Keeping his bandaged hand tucked in against his chest, he opened his mouth wide and sang as loudly as he could. His voice came out cracked and raucous.

“. . . danced around the tree when you came to look for me, round and round the . . . tree we went . . . back again . . . take my hand and we’ll . . . something something . . . dance around the—” He broke off in a fit of coughing.

He had lost track of how long he’d been here. Time had no meaning when there was no light, and even less when you couldn’t sleep. And pain made every moment drag out and stretch. He hadn’t eaten anything in a while, but that didn’t seem to matter much. His mouth hurt where one of his teeth had been knocked out. The swelling on the side of his head had claimed one eye, so seeing wasn’t easy, either. But none of it hurt as much as his hand.

He sang anyway. It was all he could think of to do, the only thing that seemed to block out the whisperings in his head.

He thought he must be going mad. His mind was a jumble.  Sometimes he would think that someone else was there with him in the cell, until he blinked and they disappeared.

Arenadd, the voice whispered again.

He waved his good hand around wildly. “Go away!”

The voice kept on calling, and he sang again until it went away. After that he dozed for a short while.

When he woke up, there was someone else there. A blurry person, standing in a doorway made of light. He blinked and rubbed his good eye, but the intruder didn’t leave. The figure came into focus.

Eventually, he realised the person was talking to him. He jerked his head toward him. “Eh? Eh? Who’s that? Rannagon? Is that you? Have you come back for me?”

The reply came: “It’s me. Remember me?”

Arenadd blinked some more, until he finally took in the person in front of him. A stocky, blond young man with a boyish freckled face and blue eyes. Familiar eyes. Eyes full of disgust and hatred—and fear.

Arenadd grinned horribly. “Erian Rannagonson. Malvern’s favourite bastard. Why are you here? Want me to bite your ear off next?” he said, and cackled.

Erian retreated slightly. “I wanted to see you one last time. Ask you something.”

Arenadd dragged himself forward, pulling on the chains that held his wrists to the wall. “The last time before what? Eh, Bastard? What’s poor Arenadd got coming next?”

Erian’s eyes spat hate at him. “They’re going to hang you in the morning, murderer.”

Arenadd rubbed his head with his good hand. “Finally. Lazy Southern bastards took forever.”

Erian glanced over his shoulder. “Listen to me. Listen!”

Arenadd just stared at him, through a red-rimmed black eye.

“I want to know something,” said Erian. “Why did you do it? Why did you kill my father?”

“It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

Erian stared blankly at him for a moment, and then gave a strangled shout of frustration. “Answer me! Why did you do it? Why did you really do it?”

The voice had begun to whisper again. It was growing louder. Tired anger coursed through the muddle in Arenadd’s mind. Pushing at the floor with his feet, he tried to get up—and  fell back against the wall when his chains caught. “What do you want from me, you sun-worshipping nitwit?” he yelled. “I killed him because he killed me. That’s why.” He slumped, chest heaving. “Now bugger off and leave me alone.”

Erian tried to question him more, but Arenadd started to sing again and didn’t stop until he went away.

Once he was alone, he stopped singing and tried to think. So, they were going to hang him. At last, he was going to leave this cell. Tomorrow he would be given death . . . or his chance to escape. Only time would tell which. And by now he would welcome either one.

 

 

Erian let himself be escorted out of the dungeon. His heart pounded sickeningly the entire time. In his head, the vision stayed with him. The bony, wild-eyed wreck of a man, crouched in the corner with one bandaged hand cradled against his body, long black hair matted into ropes around his swollen face. The pointed chin beard crusted with blood, the black robe and leggings all torn and filthy. And that voice, harsh and crazed . . . mad.

He wished he knew why he had gone to visit him at all. He had been there when Arenadd had been captured, the murdering blackrobe raving all the while. He had seen Malvern’s council sentence him to death without a trial, after the Master of Law had claimed that Arenadd was insane and couldn’t be tried. Even the guards Erian had bribed to let him in had warned him. Violent and deranged, they said. But Erian had gone anyway.

He was glad when he emerged from the narrow dungeon corridors and back into the more spacious lower level of the Eyrie tower.

Senneck was there, idly grooming a wing. She came to meet him. “Are you satisfied now, Erian?”

He shook his head vaguely. “I don’t know.”

“Did he tell you what you wanted him to?”

“No. He won’t say anything except nonsense. He didn’t even look afraid when I told him he was going to be hanged.”

“So be it, then,” said Senneck. “Let us go and meet with the Mighty Kraal now. He will be waiting.”

Erian walked obediently beside her, up the ramps toward  the upper levels of the tower. She moved unhurriedly, with the graceful loping gait of all griffins, her tail waving gently behind her. Erian kept pace easily, though his mind was elsewhere.

“I just don’t understand it!” he burst out at last.

Senneck didn’t look back at him. “Understand what?”

“Any of it! He did all those terrible things, killed all those people—murdered my father—and he didn’t even have a reason! That’s why I went down there,” he added, realising it just at that moment. “I wanted him to give me a reason. But he didn’t. I just don’t understand why something like that could just . . . happen.”

Senneck’s back paws padded on the carpeted floor. “There does not have to be a reason, Erian.”

“Yes there does! The gods wouldn’t—”

She stopped and turned her head sharply toward him. “There are no gods. Do not delude yourself. Nothing happens but what is made to happen by us and by nature.”

Erian gaped at her, before hastily backing down. “I suppose you’re right,” he mumbled, as she turned away and walked on. “It’d just be easier that way.”

“Nothing is easy.”

“I know.” Erian adjusted the sling holding his right arm. The shoulder still ached.

“Besides,” Senneck added more kindly, “the murderer is done with now. We have played our part, and all that is left for us is to claim our reward!”

Erian cheered up a little at that. But a moment later his heart quailed when he remembered that seeing the Mighty Kraal would also mean seeing his human partner. Beautiful Lady Elkin. The woman he now knew he loved but who did not love him in return. But, he told himself quickly, now maybe it would be different. He had caught Arenadd Taranisäii, the notorious destroyer of Eagleholm, the man who had stolen a gang of slaves and led them to overrun the mountain fort called Guard’s Post and kill everyone inside it. Arenadd had been one of the most wanted men in Cymria, and Erian had been the one to finally capture him. Now he and Senneck were due to be rewarded, but that didn’t matter so much to Erian as the idea that maybe Elkin would be grateful to him. Maybe she would even respect him now for what he had done.

He held on to that hope all the way up to the very top of  the tower, where Lady Elkin’s audience chamber was. But the moment he stepped into the big marble-lined room, that hope died.

The middle of the audience chamber featured a stepped platform made from slabs of white marble. It may have been large, but it was dwarfed by the massive griffin that crouched at its top. The Mighty Kraal, his white feathers glossy in the lamp-light, golden eyes half-closed. There was nobody else with him.

Erian, feeling as if a lead weight had replaced his stomach, knelt in front of the platform. Beside him Senneck bowed her head to the superior griffin, saying nothing.

The Mighty Kraal regarded them both. Finally, he lifted his head and spoke. “You have come to ask me for your reward, Senneck?”

“I have,” she said.

“And that is all?”

Senneck’s tail flicked uncertainly. “All, Mighty Kraal?”

He looked at her, then at Erian. “You have nothing to tell me?”

“I have not,” said Senneck.

Erian felt the giant griffin’s gaze burning through him. Feeling he should say something, he finally came up with: “I heard they’re going to execute the murderer tomorrow.”

“That is true,” said Kraal. “But you and I were both there to hear it. Do you have any other thing to tell me about this man you call your enemy?”

Erian squirmed under that golden stare. “He’s mad.”

Kraal kept his gaze on him a moment longer, before finally looking away with a dismissive huff. “I will give you your reward now.”

He used his beak to hook something from under his wing and dropped it in front of Senneck. It was a leather bag, heavy with gold oblong. Erian picked it up happily; he could buy new clothes with this, and a new bow, and better food and nesting material for Senneck.

“You may go now,” Kraal told them both, and without waiting for a response he settled down and closed his eyes.

Erian left the audience chamber very gladly, clutching the bag of oblong. “He’s a very odd griffin, isn’t he?”

“He is old,” said Senneck. “And I think he has been idle here too long. A griffin that grows bored can become lazy and foolish—inclined to mystical thoughts.”

“He doesn’t look that old to me,” said Erian.

“I do not know his true age,” Senneck admitted. “But he is at least as old as your father was, and probably older. Stories of him go back many, many years. My mother told me about him when I was a hatchling, and said her own mother had once told her.”

Erian rubbed his head. “Good gods. Do griffins live that long?”

“Some of them do, it would seem,” said Senneck. “Now, let us go back to our nest. I am ready to eat.”

 

 

On his platform in the audience chamber, the Mighty Kraal shifted and scratched his flank. Yet another meeting with Senneck and her human, and something still nagged at him. Senneck was simple enough. Young and ambitious, as arrogant as every young griffin who had only just chosen a human. But her human was another question. He looked very much like his father, but there was something else about him. Whatever it was, it wasn’t anything particularly special. He wasn’t important as humans went, just a lowly newcomer to the Eyrie. He wasn’t a great fighter or particularly intelligent for a human. But despite all that, Kraal couldn’t shake off that feeling. That feeling that was almost . . . familiarity.

The sound of a door opening behind him brought him back to the present. He didn’t need to look to know who the intruder was.

Lady Elkin, Eyrie Mistress, white blonde and fragile. She appeared at Kraal’s left side as if by magic. But next to his enormous bulk her tiny frame was easy to miss.

Kraal wordlessly shifted back to make room for her. She sat down between his forepaws, almost lost among his thick chest feathers. “Did you talk to Erian?” she asked.

“He is gone now,” Kraal said by way of an answer. “With his reward.”

Elkin tucked her hands into the wide sleeves of her gown. “That’s good.”

“He looked for you,” Kraal added. “I think he was unhappy that you were not here.”

Elkin said nothing.

“You do not want to see him,” said Kraal. “Why have you  been hiding? Are you afraid of him?” He sounded genuinely curious.

“I don’t have time to deal with him,” Elkin said, more sharply than she needed to. “I have other things to worry about. An Eyrie to run.”

“He did you a great service by capturing the rogue dark-man,” said Kraal. “You should have thanked him yourself.”

“We gave him his reward,” said Elkin, deliberately ignoring her partner’s real meaning. “I don’t want to talk about him any more. I have work to do.”

Kraal took the hint and dropped the subject, simply getting up to follow her when she left. She had been throwing herself into her work lately, as if nothing else mattered. Maybe, for her, nothing did. But Kraal didn’t believe that.

 

 

Kraal was not the only griffin worried about his human.

Out beyond the city, near the glorified village called Wolf’s Town, Skandar huddled down in a thicket of wattle bushes and rested. He had been flying for days, often unable to find food, and by now his wings and his stomach ached.

Nervous and angry with fear, the big griffin pecked at a tick hiding among his wing feathers. He wanted food. He wanted to go back to his new home. But most of all, he wanted his human.

When Arenadd had disappeared, it had taken Skandar some time to start looking for him. He had been too caught up in his new territory and even more caught up with his mate, Hyrenna. After far too long forced to live a life without the things he expected and loved, finding the mountains at last had been a blessing. No more hiding like a rabbit down a hole. No more doing whatever the human said so that the human would show him to a new and better home for them both. Instead he had had freedom in the mountains and a mate to bear his eggs—and to teach him all the things he should have known all this while. And Arenadd had been there, too, living the way he was supposed to live—with other humans of his own race.

So when Arenadd had gone, Skandar had assumed that all was well and that the human would come back when he was ready. The other humans seemed to think so, too, for a little while. But when they began to worry and to look for the human, Skandar’s confusion had grown. Where was Arenadd? Why  was he not in the mountains any more? The other humans were leaving, and Hyrenna with them, and Skandar couldn’t follow without his human.

So he didn’t. He ignored Hyrenna’s warnings and flew away to find Arenadd.

It went beyond mere friendship. Arenadd was his.

But no matter where Skandar went, he found nothing. He stayed away from human nests; Arenadd had warned him not to let other humans see him. Skandar didn’t want to be seen anyway. He knew what humans that weren’t Arenadd could do to him.

He searched the other places instead, where there were trees and hills and rocks. Places he had been before with Arenadd. He found nothing. No sign. No scent.

The great dark griffin rested his head on his talons and sighed. He was lost and starving, and no closer to finding his human. But how could he go back to the mountains alone? He needed Arenadd, needed him to help make sense of the world.

A rustling from nearby made him raise his head sharply. Keeping still, he listened. Something was coming.

Skandar sniffed, and the tip of his tail began to twitch. Human.

He peered through the branches and eventually spotted them, two humans walking together and making noises—that ugly soft-sounding language they used, which made no sense to him. They were coming straight toward him.

Watching them cautiously, Skandar noticed the brown fur on their heads. Not dark humans, like Arenadd. Those humans were good humans that would help him and Arenadd. But these were the other humans, the pale-furred ones, the same ones who had hurt him and tried to take his human away.

Arenadd had explained why Skandar should leave dark humans alone, and he had decided that his human knew best.

But there was no reason to stop these humans from being food.

His mind made up, Skandar slowly rose to his paws. Huge black talons extended. His wings rose.

The humans wandered closer, oblivious.

Skandar leapt. Crashing through the bushes as if they were nothing, he pounced on both humans. One went flying; the other caught the full force of his front paws and was crushed  into the ground, its body tearing open. Leaving it dying, Skandar went after the other. The surviving human managed to get up and run, but even with his massive bulk Skandar was faster. He chased it down and killed it with a blow of his beak, before dragging its limp corpse back to where the other one lay.

Humans were far too easy to hunt.

They were delicious, too. Skandar ripped the bodies apart and swallowed them, clothes and all. Nothing was left but a few blood stains.

Once he had eaten, he lay on his belly for a short time and rested. He gulped a little. The food felt good in his stomach.

Having his hunger satisfied made him feel much better, and more optimistic. Newly determined, he got up and walked away south. It was better not to stay near a kill outside of your own territory; the smell attracted danger.

He was near the edge of the trees and preparing to take off when the wind, blowing toward him, brought him a scent.

Human!

Skandar drew back under the trees and lifted his head, sniffing. Humans, further away this time. But these weren’t food. These were familiar. The unaccustomed word rose up in his head: friends.

But not his friends.
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 Condemned

Skade sat with her back to a tree and watched the Northerners argue. It seemed they had done nothing else since Arenadd had helped them escape by giving himself up to his enemies. Saeddryn Taranisäii, ragged but wiry, faced off against Davyn and Cai, two of her friends. Davyn was arguing the loudest.

“. . . sayin’ we should just do nothin’, then? Is that it?”

“I’m sayin’ there’s nothin’ we can do, and ye know it,” Saeddryn snapped back.

“Yer talking about yer own mother here,” said Cai. “How can ye be so cold?”

Saeddryn shook her head. “Don’t ye get it, Cai? They’ve got Arenadd. He must’ve been in their cages for a week now. More than long enough. He’ll have told them everythin’ they wanted t’know.”

Skade spoke up for the first time. “He will tell them nothing,” she growled.

Saeddryn rounded on her. “He’ll tell them everythin’,” she said. “I know what they do. By now they know about the others. Where they are, who they are. It’s too late.”

“But we’ve gotta try an’ do somethin’,” Rhodri interrupted. “Are we just gonna sit here on our backsides while our friends get killed?”

Saeddryn gave him a look so full of tired resignation that  it made her seem as old as her withered mother. “Can ye fly, Rhodri? Do ye have a griffin? Because they do. They’ll send griffiners. Probably have already. Even if we weren’t months away on foot, we’d never stand a chance. By now the others must be dead already.”

Grim silence fell over the little camp.

“So we’re all that’s left,” Cai muttered.

No-one else spoke.

“Damn ye, Arenadd,” said Rhodri. “Ye’ve destroyed everything.”

At that, the only Northerner there who hadn’t taken part in the argument stood up—Annir, robed and collared like the slave she had been, made older than her years by suffering and grief. “Don’t you dare say that about my son,” she said quietly. “If it weren’t for him, you would be the one locked up in that cell.”

“She’s right,” said Saeddryn, in the same tired voice as before. “If he hadn’t saved us, they would’ve tortured us instead. The story would’ve turned out the same in the end.”

“They’d never make me crack,” Davyn spat. “Never.”

Saeddryn laughed bitterly. “So ye say. So everyone says, until the Southerners get their fingers in a vice and keep turnin’ the handle until—”

“Stop it!” Annir’s cry twisted into a sob. She slumped back beside Skade, holding her ears. “Stop it, Saeddryn.”

Saeddryn’s expression softened. “I’m sorry.” She looked into the fire, and her shoulders hunched. “I know what they do. They did it to my father. He killed himself in his cell rather than take any more of it.”

“Yer father was a great man,” Davyn said. “But Arenadd . . . hah. He ain’t one of us. He’s one of them. He might look like a Northerner, even a Taranisäii, but he’s a griffiner just like the rest of them. Talks like one, walks like one. He can read, for shadow’s sakes.”

“He killed Lord Rannagon,” Cai pointed out.

“Yeah, not knowin’ why we wanted him dead,” said Davyn. “He killed him for some stupid griffiner squabble. I know the type. Spoilt brats what think murder’s the best answer to all their problems.”

“It wasn’t like that,” Annir snapped.

Davyn broke off, glaring at her.

Annir stared at her hands, her greying black hair stirring in the breeze. Curly, just like her lost son’s. “He trusted Lord Rannagon. They were friends. Until Rannagon betrayed him. He tried to have Arenadd killed. Arenadd survived, but his griffin didn’t. He lost everything. Do you understand that?” She looked up, hollow eyed. “That griffin was his life. I think—I know he loved her more than us. He ran away from home when he was ten rather than be separated from her. When she died, he had nothing. That’s why he killed Rannagon.”

“She is right,” Skade added quietly. “Rannagon did to him what he did to you: took everything away. Even dignity.”

Silence followed. Davyn looked embarrassed. “Fine,” he said eventually. “I believe ye. But that doesn’t help us any.” He turned to Saeddryn. “If Arddryn’s dead and Arenadd’s gone, then it’s down to ye, Saeddryn. What do ye say we do now?”

She looked utterly miserable. “There’s really not much we can do now, not that I can see. But there’s no goin’ back to Eitheinn or the Throne. We’ll have t’find a new place t’hide. Somewhere we can start again.”

The others seemed to have caught her mood, and their suggestions were half-hearted.

Skade, for her part, openly growled her disgust and walked off. These humans weren’t worth her attention any more; they were weak and indecisive and stood no chance against their enemies. At least they seemed to be realising that themselves, but she wouldn’t wait for them.

Once she was out of sight—but not completely out of earshot, just in case—she leant against a tree and stared restlessly at her own hands. Thin and delicate and weak, they gripped the bark. What set them apart from ordinary human hands were the nails. She had none; instead a small, curving black claw tipped each finger. She was grateful for them, the last remnants of her old strength. Even her eyes had become more human, but her claws were there to stay.

She dug them into the tree, relishing the way they cut into the bark. They could do the same to flesh, and had done. She dearly wished they were doing it now.

She had already decided not to stay with the humans. They were no friends of hers, and staying with them would only bring her more danger. Only two humans had ever meant a thing to Skade, and both of them were dead.

The only other gift left from her time as a griffin brought her out of her reverie. She froze, sniffing the air. Sure enough, there it was. A scent. A griffish scent.

Skade tensed, holding up her clawed hands instinctively. The scent was fresh. Male. Coming this way.

Very cautiously, she crept toward the source. Best to see what this was coming from.

Moving quietly, like the hunter she had been, she reached a stand of spice-trees and peered around a pale trunk.

Moments later the griffin came into view.

Skade’s breath caught.

The griffin was monstrous, massive, bigger than any other male she had known. The feathers on his front half were silver, his wings mottled with black and white. The rest of him was black. Black fur, black forepaws, and a huge, pitted black beak.

The eyes were silver, watching suspiciously for any sign of movement.

Skade stepped out into the open. “Skandar.”

The dark griffin halted, one forepaw raised. His head tilted. Then he relaxed and came toward her. “You silver human, Arenadd mate.”

“Yes.” Skade didn’t try to touch him. “How did you find me?”

“Not looking,” said Skandar, with an irritable shake of his head, “Where Arenadd?”

“He is not with you?”

“No, Arenadd leave. I come look.”

Skade wrapped her arms around herself. “I know where he is.”

Skandar rose up instantly, full of angry threat. “You tell! Tell now! Where Arenadd?”

“He is in Malvern,” said Skade. “The enemy has him.”

Skandar blinked. “Enemy?”

“Yes. He is in a cage, Skandar, as he was in Eagleholm. As you were.” Skade shuddered. “They will not set him free. They will hurt him. And then they will kill him.”

Skandar’s tail lashed. “Not kill! Not kill human!”

“I am sorry.”

Skandar wasn’t listening. “Where Mal-verk?”

“It is that way,” said Skade, pointing. “A great human nest, with many towers and walls. Arenadd will be underground, under the towers.”

Skandar huffed. “I go. Find human.”

“You will die,” Skade told him flatly.

“Not die!” Skandar said at once. “Kill.”

Skade hadn’t really expected him to listen. She watched the big griffin huffing his offence, and to her surprise, her heart went out to him. He was wild and always would be, but for all that he had made Arenadd his human, and nothing would stand in his way.

And what of yourself? she thought. You are human now, but Arenadd is yours as well. You lost the last human you cared for—would you allow it to happen again?

Deep down, Skade knew that without Arenadd she was lost. Without him, her life as a human would be the same torment it had been before.

She huffed back at Skandar. “So be it. You will not abandon him, and neither should I. If you will let me, I will come with you to Malvern, and we will find him together.”

She half-expected Skandar to be offended by the suggestion that he might need help, but the dark griffin only flicked his tail in a satisfied kind of way and said, “You good human to help. Come now!”

He offered her his back.

Even though she had been carried by him in the past, Skade still hesitated. Before, she had always ridden with Arenadd. She had never flown on griffinback alone.

Skandar quickly grew impatient. He shoved her with his head. “Come! We fly now. Now!”

She climbed onto his back, settling into the hollow between wings and neck. On most griffins this spot was only just big enough for a single human to sit, but Skandar was large enough for two.

The moment Skade had sat down and put her arms around his neck, the dark griffin made a shambling and messy take-off, bursting through the branches overhead without a pause. Skade barely managed to hold on. Leaves smacked her in the face, and only a last-minute grab saved her.

Once Skandar levelled out, she relaxed a little. She could do this.

As the dark griffin began to fly south toward Malvern, Skade wondered briefly whether she should have told the others where she was going. She dismissed the thought almost instantly.  They didn’t matter. Only Arenadd mattered, and she vowed to herself now that she would have him back or die in the attempt.

 

 

On the night before his execution, Arenadd tried to rest. He was too tired to sing any more, so he stayed huddled up in his corner and did some counting.

How many meals had he eaten here? Ten? Twelve? They usually brought in soup for every other meal—if salty water with uncooked vegetables in it counted as soup. Maybe the soup was breakfast. How many bowls of the stuff had he choked down so far?

He spent far too much time trying to work this out. Anything was better to think of than tomorrow.

Eventually, he decided that there had been about seven bowls, maybe six. That meant six or seven days here at most. A week in prison.

Not the first time he’d been locked up but definitely the longest. He growled to himself. Prisons, prisons, always prisons! Was he going to spend the rest of eternity running from one kind of captivity to another?

Still, he supposed he didn’t have much right to complain about it. He had committed enough crimes in his life to earn this cell a hundred times over.

Trying to ignore the throbbing agony in his hand, he made a mental list of all his bad deeds over the years. It was longer than he had expected. Theft. Bribery. Poisoning his old master—but that didn’t count, he added hastily. It had been the old man’s life or his own. What else had he done? Abducted a griffin chick, broken out of gaol.

Murdering Lord Rannagon and his partner Shoa, burning down the Eyrie at Eagleholm and going on the run with a man-eating griffin were probably a lot worse.

Arenadd counted off on his remaining fingers, muttering to himself. “Then there was stealing all those slaves and using them to massacre everyone in Guard’s Post, along with two griffins and two griffiners. Oh, and that man I killed up at Taranis’ Throne. And then I tried to kill Rannagon’s bastard . . . hah.” He spat. The arrogant bone-headed Southerner had got away from him once, and that was one time too many. Arenadd had a score to settle with him.

Still, he looked back over his list of misdeeds with a kind of wonder. He had to admit that hanging was probably too good for him by now.

The thought of his impending execution rose up horribly in his mind. Without thinking, he wrapped his good hand around his throat. The same throat that had been cool and lifeless for months now, the same one he had touched obsessively every day ever since that night.

Once again, he asked himself the one question that had yet to be answered. The question whose answer would change everything.

Can I be killed?

 

 

 

Erian woke up early on the day of the execution. He had slept badly the night before, but anticipation woke him up like a slap to the face.

He rolled over in bed, feeling as if his stomach was being wrung out. It wasn’t excitement, and it wasn’t fear; he probed for both emotions while he got dressed.

He smoothed down his new blue velvet tunic and tried to flatten his hair, doing his best to ignore the fluttering in his chest. He could hear Senneck moving around in her nesting chamber and hurried to get her some food before she came to complain.

Half a carcass had been hung up the night before in a cupboard used for just that purpose. He lifted it out one-handed, holding it away from his body, and carried it through the archway.

Senneck crouched in her big untidy nest, busy grooming her chest feathers. She didn’t look up when Erian came in and only moved when the meat was in front of her, hooking it toward herself with her beak.

Erian left her to eat. He felt too queasy to bother with his own breakfast. How soon would it be? When would they bring the murderer up out of his cell to face the noose?

To distract himself, he looked up at the sword that hung over the fireplace. His father’s sword, lost for all those months but now back with its rightful owner.

Erian lifted it down, admiring it yet again. A two-handed weapon, meant for battle, its bronze hilt decorated with griffin  designs. On the blade just below that, the name had been etched. Rannagon Raegonson.

The blade itself was a little rusted now, from when it had fallen into his hands. Who knew what it had been used for in that time?

Erian grimaced and clutched the hilt more tightly. It made him furious to think that his own father’s sword, the sword of the great hero Lord Rannagon, must have been used at the massacre at Guard’s Post. A beautiful sword meant for a mighty griffiner lord, turned into a murder weapon.

Not for the first time, Erian wished he had used the sword to cut Arenadd to pieces the moment his father’s murderer had given it back. And he probably would have if he’d had the chance.

Still, he would go and watch the filthy blackrobe hang, and that would be enough. Lord Rannagon’s murder would be avenged.

Senneck entered to interrupt him. “I have eaten, and now I am ready to leave. I do not want to miss this day.”

Erian clumsily put the sword back onto its hooks. “Let’s go, then.”

Senneck had brought her harness; she dropped it at his feet. “Put this on me, and we will fly.”

Erian strapped it on over her head and neck, where it would provide handholds for him. She walked back through her nest and onto the balcony beyond, and he climbed onto her back, holding on awkwardly thanks to his wounded shoulder.

She must have been in a daring mood that morning, because once he was safely on she moved forward to the edge, which had no railing, and stepped off into space. For one long, screaming moment they were falling, headfirst. Erian wrenched at the harness, yelling something completely incoherent, but Senneck ignored him. Her wings opened, and with one quick blow she lifted herself out of the dive and flew leisurely down toward the open space outside the Eyrie gates.

There were other griffins already there. She landed a short distance away from them and allowed Erian to get off. He hit the ground and nearly fell over, but managed to recover himself—more for fear of looking stupid in front of the other griffiners than anything else.

Senneck didn’t seem to notice. “Come now, let us find a good place to stand,” she said, already walking off.

Erian followed, light-headed.

There were more griffiners here than he would have expected, and even more griffins. He wondered why. They couldn’t know the murderer as well as he did, and there was no way they could hate him half as much. Griffins were almost indifferent to this sort of thing.

Senneck had chosen a place near the edge, keeping her distance from the larger griffins nearby. Erian came to stand just in front of her, beneath her beak—the traditional place for a griffiner to stand, under his partner’s protection.

Ahead of them, downhill from the Eyrie gates, the platform stood. It had a clear space in front of it, where the common people of the city had gathered. Most of them were Northerners, all black-haired and black-eyed. For some reason Erian’s tension increased at the sight of them.

Foreboding, he thought. That’s it.

The platform itself was almost featureless. A lever stuck up at the centre, below a wooden beam.

The noose dangled in between.

Erian’s foreboding increased. He stared at the noose, unable to stop himself wondering what it would feel like around his neck. He wondered how long it would take the murderer to die and how painful it would be.

He thought of his father’s death and hoped it would be as painful as possible.

His bravado dribbled away when Arenadd finally came into sight. Two guards appeared, having emerged from the Eyrie somewhere behind the crowd of griffiners. Two more walked behind them, weapons drawn.

The first two were on either side of Arenadd, whose hands were tied behind his back, and they held on to his elbows and pushed him along. Both of them had their own weapons close to hand.

When Erian saw them, a queasy jolt in his stomach brought him back to reality. He tried to fight down his fear, struggling to replace it with something braver, such as hatred. He shouldn’t be afraid of this man, not any more, not now when he was helpless.

Arenadd’s head turned toward Erian, and his heart froze.

In daylight, the murderer’s face looked even worse. Pale, like any Northerner’s, but the features that had once been angular were now swollen and ugly. One eye had disappeared under  an eyelid that had turned purple, and the cheek below it bulged as if he had something in his mouth.

The other eye stared straight at Erian. An unreadable Northern eye, fixed on his face.

For an instant Erian was paralysed, but in the brief moment that stare lasted, his fear finally swung around into rage. This man, this wretched, broken blackrobe, had taken his father and destroyed hundreds of lives. He had no right to make Erian afraid, not now.

Without so much as a thought, Erian broke away from the crowd. He ran past the guards and headed them off. They halted, instantly pointing their weapons at him.

Erian ignored them. He faced Arenadd, breathing hard through his nose. “I swore I’d see you brought to justice, blackrobe. Now I have.”

Arenadd gave a lopsided sneer. “If you say so,” he said, slurring a little.

The guards tried to move around Erian, but he sidestepped. “This is for my father,” he said, and punched Arenadd in the stomach as hard as he could.

Arenadd lurched backward and would have fallen if the guards hadn’t pulled him back. They shoved Erian out of the way and hauled their prisoner toward the platform. He struggled along between them, wheezing.

Erian let the little group pass and fell into step behind them. They didn’t stop him; they all knew who he was. This was his right.

As Erian reached the top of the stairs, he heard someone coming up behind him. He hopped up the last few steps and turned, backing off to get out of the way.

“Elkin!” he blurted.

She offered him a faint smile. “Good morning, Lord Erian.”

He could feel himself blushing. “I, uh, I . . .” He coughed. “I want to see this properly. If you don’t mind.”

“Of course you may,” she said briefly, and walked toward the front of the platform.

Erian stayed where he was and watched her. He had never felt so awkward in his life.

The Mighty Kraal hadn’t come up onto the platform; there was no room for him there. He had stayed where he was at the forefront of the assembled griffiners, watching in silence.

Erian couldn’t see Senneck from here.

Arenadd had been taken to stand just below the noose. Two guards kept hold of him, while one of the others took up his station by the lever.

Elkin stood at the front of the platform, to one side so the crowd could see the condemned man. “Arenadd Taranisäii,” she began, “also known as Arren Cardockson of Eagleholm, you have been found guilty of the following crimes.” She began to list them all, patiently reciting each one from memory.

“. . . treason, sedition and consorting with rebels,” she finished eventually, her quiet, clear voice carrying over the crowd quite well. “For these crimes, the Master of Law for the territory of Malvern, acting under authority from myself as Mistress of Malvern’s Eyrie, has laid down the sentence of death by hanging.” She glanced at Arenadd. “Under our laws, as a former griffiner you have the right to speak before the sentence is carried out. Speak now, or I will assume that you have waived that right.”

Arenadd’s pale face had turned even paler, but his open eye was alight. “I swear,” he said. And then again, much louder: “I swear. I swear on my dead heart that no Southerner will ever have power over me again.”

The crowd was staring at him. Nobody spoke.

“And the same goes for the rest of you!” Arenadd yelled. “You cowards! Will you let the Southerners grind you into the mud forever? Or will you do something about it?”

The eerie silence broke, and the crowd of Northerners began to shout. In anger or agreement—who knew?

Elkin had already nodded to the guards. One of them took the noose and put it over Arenadd’s head, pulling it tight. He fought back then, hurling himself bodily at them and head-butting one in the face. He kicked the other one in the kneecap before both men retreated out of his reach. There was no need to hold him any more.

Elkin didn’t wait for things to calm down. “Sentence will now be carried out,” she said, her voice lost in the uproar.

The crowd had not stopped shouting. Erian thought he could make out one thing, repeated by many voices. Dark Lord, Dark Lord, Dark Lord.

Arenadd spat at the guard by the lever. “Pull the damn thing and be done with it.”

“Gryphus will burn you forever!” Erian shouted as the guard obeyed.

The trapdoor opened, and Arenadd fell. The noose pulled him up short with a hideous crack and a jerk, and after a brief struggle he hung there, swinging gently back and forth.
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 The Night God’s Promise

Death, for Arenadd, was darkness.

He felt the brief lurch of his stomach as the trapdoor gave way beneath him. Felt his neck break. Heard it—that sick, muffled crack. There was no time for pain.

He felt his body convulse as utter blackness swallowed him, and after that he couldn’t feel anything. His body and all his senses were gone, and the world around him became an icy void.

He floated through it in silence, drifting away from life and into absolute nothingness. But one thing had stayed with him.

The voice.

Arenadd. Arenadd. Listen to me, Arenadd. Speak to me.

No sign of anyone. Only a voice that seemed to come from everywhere at once.

Arenadd. You cannot run from me. You cannot hide from me.

And, at last, he replied. “Go away.”

As if his words were a signal, the void changed, and he found himself standing—standing on a surface he couldn’t see, no different from the blackness all about.

And she was there.

She looked like a woman, a Northerner like himself. She didn’t seem to have an age. Her only clothing was a silver mantle that covered her shoulders and nothing else. In one hand she  held a sickle. She held the other hand out, palm up, and there was the full moon, somehow floating between her fingers.

The Night God.

Arenadd tried to back away from her, but there was no space to do it. “I told you to leave me alone.”

I do not abandon my people, the Night God said. Even if you have done so.

“You know I only wound up like this to save Skade and Saeddryn. And her friends.” Arenadd remembered something, and wrapped his fingers around his throat. “And now they’ve killed me. Again.”

You tried to kill the Bastard, the Night God admitted. I am pleased that you tried.

“Tried, failed. Who cares? It’s not going to do me any good now.”

Faithless darkman! She pointed the sickle at him. I could have helped you, but you did not listen! Your mind was full of cowardice and doubt. You did not intend to obey me but to try and hide from me, as you have tried since boyhood to hide your own true self.

“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Arenadd said sourly.

You have lied to yourself long enough, said the Night God. You are a Northerner. The world would not let you forget, and neither shall I. Accept it.

“I have.” Arenadd pulled up the sleeve of his robe, showing the spiralling tattoos. “I accepted it when I got these.”

Then accept me!

“Why should I? What did you ever do for me? I only ever prayed to you once, and you ignored me.”

I heard you.

“And did nothing!” Arenadd raged. “I prayed to you; I asked you to save me! And you let me die. You let me fall hundreds of feet, break every bone in my body and then drown in my own blood! So forgive me if I don’t look overly impressed!”

The Night God’s expression did not change. She lifted the glowing white orb in her hand and placed it into the black hole where her right eye should have been. Your death was inevitable .

“You could have stopped it!”

No. There was nothing I could do. The Night God’s other  eye, her black Northern eye, stayed fixed on Arenadd’s face. I am not a part of the solid world. All of my powers are wielded through my people. And that is why I chose you. Her expression grew distant. Many years ago, a man called Padrig was kept in the cell where you suffered. He was tortured until he was near madness, but he would not speak. Rather than betray his people, he ended his own life. In his final moments, he cried out to me. “Help us, Night God. Save us.” I hear every true prayer. I heard his. And I heard another voice. A young man called to me on the final night of his life. When he did so, I knew that a part of him had begun to long for me. And so I chose to give him my greatest blessing. My greatest trust.

“I was scared witless,” Arenadd mumbled. “Of course I prayed. I couldn’t think of anything else by that point.”

And so, in your desperation, you came to me. And when I appeared to you at last, you swore to do my bidding.

“What else was I supposed to do? I thought you would kill me if I didn’t.”

But you want to obey, said the Night God. You long to obey. I feel it in you.

Arenadd said nothing.

The Night God smiled very slightly. You still have a chance. Give yourself to me completely, and I will send you back. Commit to my cause, and I will give you all you desire. Love me, and I shall love you.

“You mean I can go back? I can wake up?”

Yes. I will send you back, and your true powers will be unlocked. You will have another chance to kill your enemy and to destroy all those that have stood in your way.

“And then?”

When you were a boy, you dreamt of becoming the greatest and most powerful griffiner ever to live. Fight in my name, and you shall have your desire.

Arenadd began to smile. “My own Eyrie? A proper home for me and Skandar?”

And freedom for your people. The Night God’s expression softened. They suffer, Arenadd. Their lives are far harder than yours. You had power and privilege once; they have never had either.

“I know that—”

The time has passed for you to think as a griffiner does, Arenadd. Fight for them . . . and so fight for me.

Arenadd shook his head slowly. “You’re right. My life ended a long time ago. If I have to be this—this thing I am now, then I should use it. Try to make a difference again. What choice do I have, anyway? There’s nowhere else for me to go.” He looked up at her. “I’ll do it.”

Then swear yourself to me.

He knelt. “I’ll do it. I hate the Southerners as much as you do. I’ll make them suffer for what they did to us. I’ll kill Rannagon’s bastard. I’ll set the North free and make it ours . . . master.”

Rise.

He obeyed. “Now what?”

The Night God said nothing more. She reached out, pulled him toward her and took him in her arms. Then she kissed him.

Her lips were icy against his, and for a moment he tried to pull away—until he felt the power flowing into his body. Her lips were cold, but her power was colder. It filled him from end to end, rushing through his veins like blood, but it was dark and lifeless—and familiar.

As it moved in him, he felt his senses come back. Light touched his eyes, and he began to breathe. Before the void left altogether, he heard the voice of the Night God one final time. Use the shadows, Dark Lord.

 

 

When Arenadd woke up, he felt wonderful. All the pain in his body had gone, and new strength had replaced it.

His eye opened, and the first thing he saw was the hated face of Erian looking down at him. The instant he saw it, rage gripped him. Erian the Bastard, who had become a griffiner in front of him and mocked his own disgrace. Erian, who had sold Arenadd’s parents into slavery. Erian, who had hunted him across Cymria and finally dragged him to Malvern and handed him over to be tortured and killed. Erian, the one his new master wanted dead.

All those thoughts flew through his mind in a moment. Then Erian saw him move.

His scream shattered the stillness as he reeled away, one arm flailing for a sword that wasn’t there.

Arenadd sat up—his hands were untied!—and was on his feet in an instant. He didn’t even bother to look around and see where he was. He ran straight at Erian, eye fixed on his throat.

Erian had turned sickly white. He stood and stared at Arenadd for one terrified moment before he pulled himself together and ran away.

Arenadd felt hands grabbing for him, but he dodged them and sped up. He found himself running into a familiar place: the same open space where the people had gathered to see him hanged. He had woken up underneath the platform before they could drag him away, and most of the crowd were still there. Erian plunged into their midst, pushing people out of the way in blind panic.

Arenadd followed, completely ignoring the guards on his tail. “Stop him!” he yelled at the bewildered people in his path. “Stop him in the Night God’s name!”

They moved out of his way very quickly, but if any of them tried to stop Erian they failed. He reached the shelter of the buildings and ran on, into the city.

But Arenadd’s fellow Northerners did help him. The guards, following close behind him, suddenly found that what had been a clear path wasn’t a path any more, and a moment later they were being tripped up and shoved from all sides.

By the time they had extricated themselves, Erian and Arenadd had disappeared.

 

 

Erian had never been so terrified in his life. Unable to think, heedless of direction, he dived through a gap between two houses and sprinted down the street beyond, his mind full of nothing but the need to escape.

No matter how far or how fast he ran, it never seemed to be enough. All the while, along every street and around every corner, his enemy followed. Every time Erian glanced back, there he was, bounding over the cobbles like a hunting animal, never seeming to tire or to slow.

He made no sound. That was what made it worse. No grunts or gasps for breath. No footsteps.

Erian sprinted on, not even noticing the pain from his bandaged arm as it bounced against his chest. He searched desperately for a hiding place, but there was nothing. No place to  go that wouldn’t mean being cornered. And Senneck was not there to help.

Arenadd was gaining on him. “Isn’t it fun, Bastard?” he called. “Running through the city, running for your life?”

Sobbing with fear, Erian ducked into an alley and hid behind a stack of boxes.

It did no good. He had barely begun to catch his breath when he heard the voice again, coming closer and closer.

“It’s a terrible thing, isn’t it? To be hunted. Running from place to place, knowing there’s no escape. Knowing what will happen when you’re caught. Because you can run from fear . . . but you can’t run from blood. Not your own blood.”

Erian listened, scarcely breathing. The voice was coming from the other side of the stacked boxes. He braced himself against the wall and pushed them over.

He heard a yelp of surprise as he ran out of the alley and away.

The boxes bought him some time—time to think. Don’t try to hide, he told himself. Head for open spaces! Senneck must be looking for him, and if she could see him, then she could help. It was his only hope now.

With that in mind, he went out into the street and ran straight down the middle, dodging oxcarts and people. Arenadd was quick to follow.

Shortly afterward, something strange began to happen.

Oxen, hitched to wagons or carrying loads, suddenly panicked and ran, trampling several people in the process. A herd of goats being driven along the street broke and scattered, fleeing in all directions. Everywhere in that part of the city, other animals reacted in the same way.

Birds flew up from the buildings in a cloud of whirring wings. Rats left their holes and skittered away. Dogs, trapped in houses and yards, lifted their heads and howled.

Erian hesitated very briefly, half-turning in mid-stride to see the chaos. But he saw Arenadd, still running toward him without seeming to notice, and quickly forgot about it. He tried to call for Senneck, but he had no breath left for it.

Ahead, a large building loomed. Its huge front doors were open, and to Erian they looked inviting. Safe.

He reached them and dived inside. Sheltering in the entrance, he turned and sent out his call as well as he could. “Erian!  Erian! Erian!” His voice seemed weak to him, but he kept trying, even when he saw Arenadd coming and it began to waver.

Arenadd’s pace slowed. The expression on his swollen face was steady, calm. He charged.

Erian stumbled backward, raising his good hand to shield himself. “No!”

And then, the impossible happened. Arenadd ran through the doorway, and stopped. He staggered forward a few more steps, but came no further. Erian, staring in terror, saw him double over in pain. A soft groan came from him.

Erian backed off further, searching for a weapon, but he kept watching.

Arenadd looked up. His face had turned grey, the mouth stretched into a grimace. The one eye narrowed and he came on again, but there was no strength in him. He took every step as if it was a massive struggle.

Erian snatched an unlit torch off the wall and held it up like a club. “Don’t come near me!” His voice sounded high-pitched and strangled.

Arenadd didn’t look like a rampaging predator any more. His back was hunched, as if some huge weight pressed down on him. He looked like an old, sick man. “Come—back—here, you little rat,” he gritted out.

Erian’s courage rose. “Come and get me yourself, blackrobe!”

Arenadd let out a yell of frustration. Abruptly, he turned away and ran out, leaving Erian to collapse against the wall, overwhelmed by exhaustion and fright, thanking Gryphus for his strange salvation.

 

 

Arenadd stumbled out into the open, swearing. The pain still burned in him; he retched a few times, but there was nothing in his stomach to bring up. He leant on a post to try to catch his breath, looking back now at the building his enemy had escaped into. He didn’t really need to look. Only one thing could do this to him.

A shout made him turn back sharply.

The guards had found him. At least ten of them stood there in a line, armoured in leather. They carried swords and spears. And chains.

Arenadd straightened up. “Oh no.”

“Get him!” a voice yelled from behind him. “Kill him!”

Arenadd glanced back and saw the Bastard watching him from the doorway that had saved him.

The guards advanced. “Hold up yer hands,” one said. “Come quietly.”

Arenadd could feel the sweat running down his back. “No,” he said. “You won’t take me. Never again.”

He searched for a way to escape. But there was nothing. They had him surrounded. His new strength had gone. The chains . . .

An awful calm came over him. Use the shadows, the Night God’s voice whispered. Use the shadows, Dark Lord.

He stood tall, snarling defiance. “You’ll never catch me. Nobody will ever catch Arenadd Taranisäii again.” He turned quickly, edging along the wall. He could feel the shadows at its base, could almost smell them. They beckoned to him, promising safety. They were his now. Before he let them take him, he saw Erian one last time, appearing through the door to see him go. “Remember my face, Bastard!” Arenadd shouted to him. “It’s the last thing you’ll ever see.”

Then the shadows swallowed him.
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The Dark Griffin

THE FALLEN MOON, BOOK ONE

Despite his Northerner slave origins, Arren Cardockson
has managed to become a griffiner. With his griffin,
Eluna, he oversees trade in the city of Eagleholm, but
he knows his Northern appearance means he will never
be fully respected. When Arren and Eluna are sent to
capture a rogue griffin, Arren sees a chance to eam
some money and some respect, but his meeting with
the mysterious black griffin begins a dangerous chain
of events ...
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