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What the fans have been saying...
‘Wow! I picked up your book one day on a whim and could not put it down!’ 
—Jacky 
‘Hey, I absolutely love you! I can’t decide [which character] I like better, Jane or Elixia, but I definitely loooove Fern. The ending of  Arrival made me cry! Can’t wait for  Descent.’ 
—Anna 
‘I read your book on the recommendation of a friend and found it to be absolutely wonderful! I cannot wait until  Descent comes out=)’ 
—Naomi 
‘Hey, loved the book! Can’t wait for the next!’ 
—Joe 
‘You are FANTASTIC!  Arrival was the best book to read...it’s been so addicting that I finished it in 2 days! I can’t wait for the other books to be published and I congratulate you for writing something that will, in the future, become known to every teenager out there!’ BEST BOOK EVER!!: D:D:D 
—Kristina 
‘I’m 12 and me and my best friend just finished reading your book! It was INCREDIBLE! although you probably already know that!=) We were dying to know what your next book will be called and when it will be out!!! I’m sooooooo excited to read the next book!’ 
—Rachel 
‘I’ve been searching all over the internet for some kind of news about Charlotte and the next book...so can’t wait for the next one, I stayed up all night reading the first!’ 
—Jacky 
‘I’m Cheri from Taiwan (13 years old). A friend of mine just came back from New Zealand and she lent me a book that she borrowed from the school library. It took me two days to finish it and I totally love it!’ 
—Cheri 
‘I just finished reading your novel  Arrival. It was fantastic to say the least. Well done on such a fantastic achievement. Looking forward to the next installment.’ 
—Janelle 
‘I’ve read  Arrival and I just wanted to let you know I really enjoyed it. I particularly liked the characters you created. I can’t wait until the next book comes out.’ 
—Lucinda 
‘By the second page of  Arrival I was ensnared. I couldn’t put it down and spent all day reading it and now I want the second book. Please, please tell me that it is going to be released soon and how quickly I can buy it.’ 
—Avid reader 
‘I SO enjoyed reading this book. Lord of the Rings-ish ... with shades of Juliet Marillier and pinches of 80s movie fantasy classics like  Labyrinth and  Willow. If you like epic, sweeping sagas that are unapologetically global-romantic with that YA gilt edge, then you’re in for a treat.’ 
—Aimee 
‘I read  Arrival and I truly fell in love with it, it’s an amazing book with a fantastic story. So much love and adventure blended together. I just can’t get enough.’ 
—Lilly 
‘Your book was seriously COOL! I just ADORE Jane and Fern. Can’t wait to get my hands on the  Arrival sequel.’ 
—Emili 
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Part 1
Amara
 ‘Do you realise that there is a serious problem here?’ Amara asked her parents angrily. ‘Don’t you understand what is happening to our people?’
 ‘Do not be so dramatic,’ her mother said, sighing.
 Amara stared at them incredulously. ‘Listen to yourself! You lecture me on how I’m not fulfilling my duties as princess and not adhering to behavioural codes, when we stand in the face of a threat to everyone’s lives! Do you think your priorities might be a little mixed up? You are not doing your  duty as High King and Queen! Our people need leaders—’
 ‘Amara!’ her father snapped, ‘Do not speak to us in such a way—remember your place here!’
 ‘I may as well remember my place—you’ve both certainly forgotten yours.’
 Amara breathed out and tried to compose herself. They stood in her father’s study in the palace at Amalia, and she knew that outside the walls her people were gathering, frightened to their core because they understood that something was coming for them.
 ‘All right,’ she said evenly. ‘Tell me what plans you have. Outline what actions you are going to take to rectify all of this.’
 ‘How do you expect us to know what to do?’ her mother replied. ‘Nothing like this has ever happened before!’
 ‘It’s your job to know! You have to know—there is no one else. You need to think of something.’
 ‘Darling, you just worry about getting to the dinner on time,’ her father said. ‘There will be several prospective suitors there. Let us worry about the rest.’
 Amara stared at her parents. She was just sixteen years old, and hated her life in the palace. The boredom and monotony were driving her mad, and in truth she would admit to feeling a little excitement about the situation that had arisen.
 She shook her head slowly. ‘Get to the dinner on time,’ she repeated. ‘I won’t be at the dinner at all. I’m sorry. I’m leaving.’
 ‘What?’ her mother exclaimed.
 ‘I’m leaving Uns Lapodis. I hate it here. I hate  it. And if you are going to behave like this, then I’m ashamed to be a daughter of yours. Ashamed to be the princess of a regime you symbolise. I’m going away. I don’t know when I’ll be back.’
 There was, of course, uproar from her parents. They wouldn’t let her go, she was too young, the world was dangerous, it was not appropriate for a princess to be travelling on her own...
 It went on. But she left anyway, feeling as though she might suffocate if she did not. So many things weren’t right anymore. She needed something else.
 So Amara disguised herself as a commoner and boarded a ship for Cynis Witron. It was there, they said, that there was a wise man at the top of a mountain, and she knew that if she did not find help then there would be none.
 Something terrible was about to happen to the world of Paragor.
 Her journey took a long time. Finally she reached the shores of the new land and set off on horse-back. It seemed to Amara that the moons, Lindel and Jael, shone more brightly in this country. Maybe it was the presence of freedom, finally, clearing her vision.
 Most nights she managed to disguise herself and sleep at taverns, but even then it was dangerous—few failed to recognise her beauty, even if they did not know her name. So Amara, High Princess of the treaty countries in Paragor, slept under the stars in a forest that seemed as big as the world, and it came to be that she stumbled upon a battle. One of the first of the war. It had all begun.
 Hiding in a grove, exhausted from her travels, she fell into a fitful sleep, hoping she’d come far enough away from the battle that the armies might not find her.
 Some time later, Amara awoke under the stars in her small glade of cedar. Bright flowers surrounded her, shimmering in the evening light with a beauty she’d never known. Mist hugged her body so that it seemed like she might be in a place that held a little magic.
 Her white mare was nearby, grazing quietly.
 Amara sat, lonely and frightened, shivering though the air was warm.
 That was when he came. Out of the forest, out of the mist. Tall and dark, walking with a steady, graceful stride.
 There was a sadness about him, and wisdom, despite his youth. He walked heavily—as though he carried the burden of immense things inside him.
 Amara was the High Princess. She’d met countless people, from all backgrounds. She had conversed with aristocracy, had met the most intelligent, wealthy dukes, and had danced with many lords. And yet she had seen nothing like what this man held in his eyes.
 Jael, the peace moon, came out from behind a cloud and shone down into the glade, casting a strange blue light. Diana, goddess of the twin moons was watching.
 The man was close now, and she could see the wounds that covered him, the slight limp when he walked. She should be afraid. He was clearly a warrior—there was a long sword in his hand and he looked as though he could use it. But she wasn’t afraid. Not at all.
 He stopped in front of Amara and bowed his head. She saw herself reflected in his dark grey eyes. She saw the cut on his cheek, and the wound in his chest.
 ‘What do you do here, lady?’ he asked softly, something very intimate in his deep voice.
 ‘I don’t know,’ she replied truthfully. ‘I think we stand in a place where many things are unknown.’
 ‘True spoken.’ He paused, hesitating. ‘I do not wish to intrude, but ... might I ask of you your aid? It is not much, but I am wounded and very weary.’
 ‘You might ask it,’ she said softly. She did not have to give it. She was in a place of beauty and not a little fear, with a man who was armed and unknown to her. She was confused and weary herself. She did not have to give it.
 But how could she not, when her heart had belonged to him from the moment he appeared out of the mist? How could she not, when she had found the other half of her soul in the time it takes a man to walk across an open glade?
 She tended his wounds, using water from his pack and strips of his shirt, and what little knowledge she had of such things.
 He made no sound, but she could see the pain in his eyes, and he saw it reflected in her own.
 ‘What is your name?’ she asked.
 ‘Fern,’ he replied.
 ‘And you come from the battle?’
 He nodded. ‘I must go back. Now that I can.’
 She looked at him and nodded.
 But he didn’t move. He sat with her in that place, despite what was happening around them. He might have asked who she was, to be sitting in the midst of a glade waiting, seemingly, to heal his wounds. But he didn’t. Finally he stood, casting a last look down at her, giving her everything he had to give by simply meeting her gaze. And then he smiled, and she felt the world change.
 He didn’t say anything before he left, and she closed her eyes that she might not have to watch him walk away.



Chapter 1
Outside time and consciousness, in a place far from the known world, a creature of malevolence was growing. And as it grew in strength, powered by remembrance and anger and hatred, so did it struggle. 
The bindings that had been placed on it a thousand years before were strong, the banishment powerful, and yet all this time it was growing, feeding itself on thoughts of revenge, sustained in the knowledge that soon it would be free. 
‘So. Where the hell are we?’ 
Jack and Mia stared at each other. They were standing in the middle of a wide, sparse plain, cold wind ruffling their hair. A large stone monument nearby read:  In memory of all those who died here in the fight for freedom. There was definitely no beach cliff anywhere in sight. 
In the distance was a huge, high wall. A castle’s spires rose behind it, its colourful flag flapping in the breeze. To their right there looked to be some sort of marshland and far in the distance they could see puffs of smoke billowing into the air. 
‘Is that—a castle?’ Jack asked, shading his eyes as he squinted into the setting sun. 
Slowly Mia turned to him. ‘What do you know. I guess it worked after all. I guess we got through the portal.’ 
‘Well, well, well.’ 
Jack and Mia spun on their heels. A young man atop a grey horse stared down at them. The horse was breathing deeply, its flanks sweating. 
The boy’s expression was one of rapt amusement, despite the fact that his cheeks were flushed as if he’d been riding hard. 
Mia cast a glance at Jack then turned back to the boy. He looked to be about their own age—maybe sixteen or seventeen—but there was something about his manner, something in his dark eyes that made him seem older. 
‘The long lost saviours are here at last,’ he murmured, his voice deep and soft. 
They stared at him, uncomprehending. 
‘Who are you?’ Jack asked bluntly. 
‘No one important. My name is Altor.’ 
‘Well I’m Mia and this is—’ 
‘I know who you are,’ he interrupted smoothly. 
Jack folded his arms. ‘I find that hard to believe.’ 
The boy’s smile grew wider. ‘No one in their right mind would be standing out here at this time of day unless they were brand new.’ 
Mia blinked, unnerved by the way Altor was so still atop his horse. She couldn’t take her eyes off him, but she wasn’t sure why—she was edging between fascination and distinct unease. The breeze ruffled the end of the boy’s black cloak, and Mia shivered. The air had a bite to it, even though it had just been sweltering on the cliff. By the height of the sun, it was going to be night soon. 
‘Where are we?’ she asked finally. 
Altor dismounted his horse gracefully. He was of medium height and build—he should have been completely unremarkable, and yet he wasn’t. There was a large bow slung over his back, and a quiver of arrows on one shoulder. 
And there was a sword at his waist. 
A  sword.
Fear fluttered in the pit of Mia’s stomach. The boy certainly seemed malicious. On top of which there was an unexplained sense of urgency to the way he kept looking at the sky. 
‘You are in a world called Paragor,’ he told them, leaning against his horse and gazing at them through long lashes. ‘An entirely different existence to where you’ve come from. And I’d suggest you get used to it, because there’s no way back.’ 
Jack made a show of rubbing dirt out of his ears. 
‘Uh ... what?’ 
Mia had a stupid, hysterical urge to laugh. ‘He was right,’ she muttered, shaking her head. ‘The bastard Harry was right after all.’ 
‘Never let him hear you say that,’ Altor warned, eyebrows arched. 
‘You know him?’ Mia exclaimed. ‘Harry is here? Where? And how?’ 
Altor stroked his horse’s mane before turning back to them. He grinned the slowest, widest grin Mia had ever seen. ‘Don’t ask me how or why, sweetness, but the two of you are a little late.’ 
Before either of them had a chance to respond, Altor clapped his hands, looking at the sky again. ‘We’re out of time,’ he snapped, all amusement gone from his voice. ‘If you want to live, you’ll start walking. Very quickly.’ 
Satine looked down at the parchment, chewing the tip of her quill absently. It was a strange, melancholy evening. Her thoughts kept darting to the past, tugged inevitably to a snowy morning exactly two years ago to the day. 
‘How could you even think about working on a night like this?’ A drawling voice came from behind her and she turned to see her son lazing in the doorway. ‘Wouldn’t you prefer to come and have a drink with your only child to celebrate our glorious victory?’ 
Satine knew he was trying to antagonise her. He knew she hated celebrating the war, hated remembering anything about it. ‘Do not start,’ she warned. 
Altor rolled his eyes as Satine asked, ‘How are you feeling today, darling?’ 
He frowned and ignored the question, as he did every day when she asked. 
‘Do you want a drink or not? Or would you prefer to sit here on your own and mope?’ 
Satine hesitated, using the moment to scrutinise him. Was that a new line next to his eye? Was his jaw a little bit wider than yesterday? His muscles more defined? There was a desperate need in her to memorise every hair on his head, every freckle on his skin, every expression that crossed his face, in order to gauge how fast it was working, how quickly he was changing. 
Altor gazed back at her defiantly. ‘What do you see?’ he asked softly, and there was no disguising the rage in his voice. 
She plastered on a false smile. ‘Nothing new.’ 
Altor’s mouth stretched into a bitter grimace. ‘Liar,’ he said, but it was a mild rebuke. Leaning against the doorframe lazily, Altor looked away from his mother. Trying, as always, to escape her concern. ‘Come now,’ he said, looking up at her through hooded eyes. ‘I only came to tease you about your sulking and implore you to join me in the festivities, but as usual you seek to depress us both with all the problems in life.’ 
‘Not all the problems,’ she muttered, turning back to her desk. ‘Just one.’ 
‘I’ll ask it again then,’ he replied. ‘Will you come and join me?’ 
‘Altor, my heart, some of us have to work. We cannot all charm our way through life.’ 
Altor gave her a withering laugh, his eyes flashing. 
‘Charm? I had no idea I possessed such a thing.’ 
‘You have more charm than anyone I’ve ever met. But instead of using it you prefer to manipulate people into doing what you want.’ 
Altor tilted his head. ‘Charm is obvious; so is the way people react to it. True personality arises when one is frightened or uncomfortable. It pleases me to see this.’ 
‘You play with people like they are toys.’ 
‘What else are they to a prince?’ he asked softly. 
Satine shook her head. She knew his arrogance was mostly an act, that he didn’t actually see himself as any better than his people. But she also knew Altor would say anything at all if he thought it would get a reaction. 
He laughed. ‘Mother, you are no fun. If you won’t come with me I will have to find someone who will. Maybe our new guests would enjoy an evening ale.’ The tone was soft, his eyes watching her closely. Sometimes the dark intelligence in those eyes startled her. Traitorous thoughts crept into the furthest corners of her soul, making her wonder what he could be capable of, what he desired. But no matter how wary she might be, Satine could never fear her own son. 
‘What new guests?’ 
Altor idly picked at a fingernail. 
Just then Satine spotted something on his arm. ‘Altor! Is that blood? What happened to you?’ 
He flashed an indulgent smile. ‘The last of the six Strangers have arrived.’ 
‘What?’ Satine stood up so fast her chair flew to the ground. ‘You think to tell me this last? Altor, in all the gods’ names, what is wrong with you?’ 
‘It slipped my mind,’ he offered. 
Satine shook her head in exasperation and swept from the room. ‘Where are they?’ 
‘Waiting for you in the entrance hall. And they might be a little upset.’ 
‘Why? Because of the crossing?’ 
‘No,’ he answered slowly. ‘I found them outside, Mother. And look at how dark it is.’ 
Satine turned cold. ‘Oh gods,’ she whispered, and broke into a run. 
Images from last night’s dreams intruded on his focus, and as a result Harry sent his last arrow just shy of the bullseye. He breathed out slowly, trying to force the pictures from his mind. Angels.  Again. But these were different to the one he’d dreamt about so long ago, the angel dream that he and his friends had shared. These were dark, and violent. Black wings covered in blood fluttered through his vision every night, waking him in a cold sweat, leaving him exhausted and unsettled. But there wasn’t time to focus on dreams. Not when there were real creatures that needed killing. Not when Harry spent all his time training to kill them. 
Archery wasn’t the only thing Harry had been learning. With nothing to define him except the legend that shaped the very way people looked at him, he had a great deal of time on his hands. Time for horse riding, weaponry, teaching himself about Paragor’s history, and searching, always searching, for a way home. He didn’t know if he would take that way home, or even if he could after everything they’d been through, but he knew the others would want the option. There was a difference between choosing this life and being trapped here. It was a dangerous prison of Harry’s own making, and even though no one on Earth could possibly miss the nobody he’d been there, those kinds of thoughts could drive a guy crazy. 
Harry walked to the end of the training room to retrieve his arrows. Something about this night always made him miss his friends more than usual. It was the anniversary of the war. Sometimes he wished he lived in Amalia with Anna and Luca, but he felt a connection with Burmia, the place he’d first crossed to, and couldn’t imagine leaving Satine and Altor. 
He shot another ten arrows, but as he went to retrieve them he felt a familiar jolt to his senses and froze. 
 Harry, are you there? Luca whispered in his mind, like a gentle nudge on his brain. 
 Yes, I’m here, Harry replied. 
 Accolon wants Satine to know he’s planning a trip to Burmia.
 Why? Luca—what is it this time?
Luca hesitated.  Stupidity and jealousy, again.
Harry sighed.  What are we going to do about this?
There was a long silence.  Relay the message to Satine. Have to go.
The breaking of the mind-link was clumsy and painful, which was unusual for Luca, usually so fluid with everything he did. 
Harry sat down heavily and massaged his temples, trying to rid himself of the headache such a disconnection created. 
When the four Strangers had merged to fight Leostrial, a strange link had been formed, a conduit for their thoughts if they chose to share them. Each one of them had a different texture, a different feel. Harry often had trouble explaining that bit, so the three of them had decided to call it their mind-voice. Anna’s was a brilliant yellow shining thing, always loud on approach, but never painful. Luca’s had always been darker—a snaking embodiment that crept inside Harry’s mind unexpectedly, stealthy and strong and gentle. In the beginning it had been a turquoise blue, but as the days and months passed, it had grown much darker. Harry didn’t know what caused this, but neither of his friends would speak to him about it. 
Tiring of practice, Harry walked from the training room and out onto one of the balconies that wrapped around the southern side of the castle. There he dawdled, unsure why he felt so out of sorts. He couldn’t stop thinking about the dreams. Resting his elbows on the railing, he gazed out onto the plain beyond. The sun had just dipped below the horizon, and Harry shivered, casting a wary glance into the sky. 
His eyes caught something and he gasped. There were people out there! On the plains. At night. Harry’s heart began to pound in horror as he broke into a run. 
‘What’s going on, man?’ Jack asked. He and Mia were both shivering in their t-shirts and shorts, the temperature having dropped dramatically with the sun. Neither had any idea what was happening, but both sensed danger in the air. The boy, Altor, was walking as quickly as humanly possible, and Mia could see that he was itching to get back onto his horse. 
‘I’ll explain when we’re safe,’ he snapped, shooting them a hard glance. 
‘Well, can you at least tell us how you know who we are?’ Jack asked. 
‘I’ll leave that to my mother, Jack. I’m hardly the person to be answering things of any importance.’ 
Mia realised with a jolt that they hadn’t told Altor Jack’s name. ‘What does that mean? Who are you?’ 
‘I told you,’ he sighed. ‘I’m no one.’ 
‘That’s a stupid thing to say,’ Mia muttered. ‘Everyone’s someone.’ 
Altor laughed softly and turned back to look at her. ‘Get used to disappointment, precious. It’ll be a friend of yours here.’ 
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 
‘Tell me,’ he said, changing the subject. ‘What is it you are here to accomplish?’ 
Jack looked at Mia, bewildered. ‘I dunno. We didn’t even believe the portal was real until we dove through.’ 
‘Hasty actions, don’t you think? Walk  faster.’ 
Jack stumbled slightly as he picked up his pace. ‘If the company’s all like this then I’m regretting it already.’ 
Altor shot them a dark grin over his shoulder. ‘The lad has a spine!’ 
‘What’s your problem?’ Mia snapped. ‘Have we done something wrong?’ 
‘Like I said. You’re late. And you’re walking too slowly. I’m about ready to leave you behind.’ 
‘What,’ Mia exclaimed, ‘are we rushing for?’ 
Altor didn’t reply, his eyes scanning the sky constantly. The city walls were still quite a distance away. 
‘Have there been others like us?’ Jack asked breathlessly. ‘To cross through?’ 
‘Strangers, we call you. Indeed there have.’ There was a kind of malicious amusement in his voice. Mia was beginning to feel distinctly uncomfortable. 
‘And they weren’t able to go home?’ Jack pressed. 
‘Like I said, there is no way back.’ 
Jack looked at Mia. ‘We’ll find a way,’ he said softly. 
‘I would love to see you try,’ Altor interrupted. 
Mia scowled. ‘We’re prisoners then? Is that it?’ 
‘Not at all. You are free to do as you please. I just find it amusing that you neglect to listen to me and come to your own conclusions.’ 
‘We don’t even know who you are! Why should we believe anything you say? Why should we even be following you?’ Jack snapped. 
Altor stopped walking and turned to look at them. 
‘Well, for a start, I’m all you have right now. But if that won’t do, please feel free to head off on your own. I’d love to see how you fair in the wilderness of Lapis Matyr.’ He paused a moment, then shook his head. ‘You’ve got no idea what you’re up against.’ 
Something cold sliced into Mia’s heart, and she felt, for the first time in her life, the icy stab of true fear. 
Altor smiled grimly at their expressions. ‘Now stop talking, and start running.’ With that he turned and broke into a fast jog. 
Jack reached out and took Mia’s hand as they ran. 
The final slice of sun disappeared below the horizon and darkness crept over them. It was suddenly very cold out there on the plain. 
A change occurred then, something deeply instinctual and terrifying, something that Mia couldn’t even come close to naming. It was as if the air grew full of static, prickling her skin, and the sky darkened deeply in the blink of an eye. Mia faltered as she looked up and gave a cry. 
There, swarming out of the darkness, were winged creatures of shadow, infinitely terrifying, swooping down towards them where they stood unprotected on the plain. 
Altor swore loudly and drew his bow, notching an arrow to it in one fluid motion. He let it loose, and Mia watched the arrow fly into the sky and sink into one of the creatures, which vanished before their eyes. She couldn’t make out what they were—they seemed to be just shadows—but the fear they created was bewildering. 
‘What the hell?’ Jack cried, diving to the ground and scraping his knees on the wintry grass. Mia screamed as one of the creatures flew straight at her and raked its talons through her hair. She fell to the ground beside Jack and shielded her head, her heart near to beating out of her chest. 
‘Get behind the horse!’ Altor barked. He was firing steadily and skilfully into the swarm, killing with every arrow. Mia and Jack dragged themselves over to the grey horse and tried to take cover behind it. ‘Crawl underneath it!’ the boy shouted at them. ‘He won’t let any harm come to you.’ 
Climbing underneath an enormous animal didn’t seem like a particularly good plan, but Mia did as she was told, adrenalin making it surprisingly easy to focus. She saw Altor draw his sword and slash at the beasts as they descended upon him. And so she saw something she would never, for the rest of her life, forget. He had seemed so young—too young to be so dark. But the courage, the fury inside this boy as he fought the monsters was indescribable. He moved with a deep, deadly knowledge of exactly what he needed to do, and a lack of fear that Mia herself could not even contemplate. 
Altor ducked and dived and sliced through the air, and soon all the creatures were gone and the sky was empty once more. 
‘Quickly,’ he rasped, and they scrambled out from under the horse. ‘Run!’ 
They didn’t need to be told twice. 
‘What were those things?’ Jack shouted as they ran. 
‘Valkyries,’ Altor snarled, his lip curling with hatred. ‘Creatures of darkness that emerge at night. We have to get to the city—there could be more on their way.’ 
‘Why were you out so close to night then?’ Mia breathed, her eyes wide. 
To which Altor threw her a reckless grin. ‘I like a bit of danger,’ he said, making her shiver once more. 
Altor seemed to think of something and he stopped. ‘Take this,’ he said, holding out the reigns of his horse to Jack. ‘Get Mia to safety. Just ride straight to the castle; there is a gate directly in front of us.’ 
‘What about you?’ Jack asked. 
‘Just do it,’ Altor snapped. 
Jack pulled himself awkwardly onto the horse and reached down for Mia’s hand. 
Altor moved to take her around the waist, lifting her with surprising ease. ‘I don’t want to leave you,’ she told him, surprising herself. 
The boy with a whole world of darkness in his eyes merely grinned. ‘I’ll be right behind you—I’m not about to miss my chance to get acquainted with a mighty Stranger, and a pretty one like you at that.’ Then he slapped the horse’s behind and it charged off in the direction of the castle, carrying them along with it. 
As they approached the walled city, it became clear that there was something undefinable surrounding it. 
‘What is that?’ Mia wondered, peering upwards. Sailing over the entire city were tiny threads shimmering in the moonlight, thousands of them attached to the ground around the outside of the wall, making an almost invisible dome around everything inside. 
As they drew nearer to the gate it suddenly opened and a figure on horseback charged out onto the plains, riding at a headlong gallop towards them. 
The rider, a young man, reined his horse up hard as he reached their side. 
‘Thank Christ you’re okay!’ he exclaimed, a mixture of fierce worry and joy etched into his face. 
Mia blinked, then squealed in disbelief. It was Harry! But he looked so different! He had a beard and had somehow developed a muscled, barrel chest. He reached across the gap between their horses to take them both in a frantic hug, clutching at them as though he hadn’t seen them just half an hour before. 
‘What the hell is going on?’ Jack snapped. 
‘Where’s Altor?’ Harry asked, looking at the horse they were riding. 
‘Back on the plain—he sent us ahead,’ Mia explained quickly. 
‘Oh no!’ Harry gasped, turning his horse with only his knees. ‘Get under the protectors,’ he told them, pointing at the shimmering threads. ‘Wait there for me.’ 
Then he kicked his mount forward and sped off into the darkness. Jack moved their grey horse awkwardly through one of the gaps in the threads so that they were standing under the dome. It didn’t seem like the threads would offer much protection if they’d been able to walk straight through. 
It seemed an age before the two boys emerged. 
Harry was standing up in the saddle, firing arrows into the sky where another swarm of Valkyries were attacking. Altor was sitting backwards behind Harry, doing the same thing. Mia watched, stunned by the skill of them both as they rode, neither using their hands to stay atop the mount. Mia had the feeling that they’d both done this many times before. 
But it was  Harry riding that horse and firing those arrows. None of it made any sense. Mia started to feel a little light-headed. 
The boys galloped towards them and then careened under the threads, pulling the horse to a wild stop. Mia looked back into the sky to see the Valkyries charge towards them. She braced herself for another attack, but the creatures in the sky pummelled into the shimmering mesh and bounced straight off. A few of the shadowy monsters tried getting through, but they clearly couldn’t cross the boundary, and after a while they vanished into the air once more. 
Harry turned in the saddle and bumped knuckles with Altor, who grinned wolfishly at him. They both dismounted the excited horse, then Harry threw himself on top of Mia, this time holding her for a long time. She was taken aback by the yearning in his grip, and by the way his body had changed so much. It felt like she was hugging a real, grown-up man. After a while Harry moved to embrace Jack, and the shorter boy endured the hug for a few moments before pushing his friend away. ‘Get it together, dude,’ he muttered. ‘We’re fine.’ 
Harry just grinned, and then he started to laugh, looking back and forward between his friends. There was a light to his eyes that Mia had never seen before, and his smile seemed bright in a completely new way. 
‘What’s going on?’ she asked again. ‘What’s happened to you?’ 
‘A lot,’ he said simply. ‘Where have you been? And why do you still look seventeen?’ 
Jack laughed. ‘What are you talking about, man? Where did you come through the portal?’ Jack paused and looked him up and down. ‘And how did you get changed into those weird clothes so fast? And how come you’ve suddenly got muscles? And a beard? And you’re not overweight anymore! What the hell is going on?’ 
Harry blinked, staring at them. Then his eyes widened and he took a step back. 
‘Did you just get here?’ 
‘Of course we did, Harry you dope!’ Jack said. 
Altor watched, his expression unreadable. 
Harry shook his head. ‘I’ll explain when we get inside—you two look blue from cold.’ 
Nodding gratefully, Jack and Mia followed Harry and Altor through the iron gates, the guards nodding respectfully as they passed. A narrow cobbled street led to the huge castle. Altor led them through a smaller gate and into the castle grounds. The grass was very green and well kept, as were the gardens. 
Harry had his arm around Mia, and kept looking between her and Jack with a goofy grin, making her wonder if he’d finally lost his mind. 
A young boy, dressed in dirty tights and a loose-fitting shirt, led Altor’s horse away. 
Inside the huge stone building was a dark hallway. 
‘I’m bringing you this way so that nobody sees us,’ Altor explained. 
‘Are we allowed to be in here?’ Mia asked nervously. 
He smiled. ‘I hope so, as the queen’s guards have a bad reputation for unprovoked acts of violence.’ 
‘Great,’ Jack muttered. ‘We’ve been picked up by a thrill-seeking criminal.’ 
Harry chuckled, but didn’t bother explaining. Mia had a feeling there was going to be a lot to explain. 
Fiery torches hung on the walls, and she was suddenly nervous—torches probably meant no electricity. 
It was not long before the hallway opened up into a large room, adorned with velvet curtains and piles of cushions. One entire wall was a huge set of glass doors that led outside onto a long stretch of front steps—the entrance to the castle. From this angle, Mia could clearly see the moon. She blinked, thinking that her vision must be blurred, then nearly fainted as she realised that there were  two moons. For some reason, this simple but enormous difference was what shocked her the most. She sank into a chair and closed her eyes. 
‘Wait here,’ Accolon commanded and then disappeared from sight. 
Jack turned to Harry. ‘I’m speechless.’ 
‘Speechless enough to tell us everything you’re thinking?’ Harry grinned as though he was in on a huge practical joke. Jack seemed to have the same thought. 
‘Are you all about to pop out from behind the set and laugh at us for this?’ 
Harry laughed. ‘It’s real, I promise.’ 
‘You’re right,’ Jack agreed. ‘I’m the only one who could pull off a prank this good. Where are the others? And why did we get separated?’ 
‘And what the hell are we going to do about finding the portal again? Mia added. 
Harry shook his head. ‘Seriously guys—this will be easier for me to explain when Satine gets here.’ 
Jack sighed. ‘It’s pretty cool though, huh?’ 
‘Cool is a bit of an understatement,’ Mia murmured. ‘Totally, unbelievably wild would be my choice of words.’ She couldn’t stop thinking about the shadow monsters and how close they had come to death. It seemed too surreal to even contemplate. She snickered. ‘What are we going to tell our parents when we get home?’ 
They were interrupted by a man, clearly a servant, entering from one of the many side doors. He cleared his throat. ‘Her highness the queen is on her way.’ 
This stopped them both in their tracks. ‘The queen?’ 
A woman swept into the room, so striking she took Mia’s breath away. Tall and well-muscled, with thick blonde hair that hung in impossible tangles. She wore a simple black dress that fell to the floor. Castles, swords, full-length dresses ... it was all way too weird. 
The woman’s eyes were bright blue and her cheek bones angular, making her look stern and unforgiving. But when she saw Jack and Mia, her face broke into a brilliant smile that could have rivalled the sun for warmth. 
‘Greetings,’ the woman said, and then, to Mia’s surprise, she hugged them both as if they were long-lost family. 
‘I am Queen Satine of Lapis Matyr. Welcome to Burmia.’ 
Jack gave her a wry half-smile. ‘I might be more grateful if I had any idea where Burmia is.’ 
Mia shot him a sharp look and turned back to Satine. ‘I’m Mia and this is Jack.’ 
‘It’s wonderful to finally meet you. Are you both all right?’ 
Mia nodded faintly. ‘Thanks to Altor.’ She frowned. ‘But what do you mean, “finally”?’ 
Satine shot Altor a questioning glance but he only shrugged. He was standing behind her, somehow managing to look amused and bored at the same time. Mia shifted her weight uneasily under his stare. The corners of his mouth twitched. 
‘They just got here, Satine,’ Harry said quietly. 
‘Of course we just got here. What are you talking about? Harry? Man, what’s going on?’ Jack looked from his friend to the queen. 
Harry spread his hands. ‘Well, you’re not going to believe this, but you guys took a little longer in crossing over than the rest of us. We’ve been here for a while. Actually, almost two-and-a-half years now.’ 
Mia’s jaw dropped. 
It was ... incredible. But looking at Harry’s appearance, it made a strange sort of sense. ‘So ... you’re nineteen now?’ she whispered. Harry nodded. Mia’s sense of disorientation grew. 
‘Holy mother of god,’ Jack breathed. ‘But we just saw you, like, an hour ago! You jumped off the cliff with us! How did this happen?’ 
‘I have no idea,’ Harry said. ‘We couldn’t find you when we got here, and then Jane had this vision of you guys being safe and turning up when the time was right, but we had no idea when that would happen—and we kinda started thinking it never would. Christ, I’ve never been so relieved to see anyone in my life!’ He hugged the two of them again, unable to stop smiling. 
‘But what does this mean? Have we just missed two years of our life? Was it like a coma? Are we nineteen now too?’ Mia asked, horrified. 
‘What’s so bad about that? It means we can drink now!’ Jack exclaimed with a delighted whoop. 
‘I don’t think so,’ Harry said quickly. ‘You haven’t aged a day. I honestly think it must have been some kind of gap between the worlds. A gap in time.’ 
‘So then what have we missed?’ Jack asked. 
Harry glanced at the queen, and then at Altor, before finally looking back at his friends. He burst out laughing. ‘I don’t even know where to begin.’ 
Altor kept to the shadows as he walked through the cobbled streets. His black cloak swept behind him as his long strides carried him forward at a quick but silent pace. He reached the inn and went inside without removing his hood. Sitting down at the bar he ordered red wine. 
The girl Stranger had been a surprise. She was only moderately attractive, but she had something else that interested him. Innocence. Real innocence. She had, if you wanted to look at it in such a way, been born into this world only today. She was a shining present, wrapped and left at his feet for the taking. It might take some time, he knew, as she seemed to have an attachment to the boy Stranger, but Altor would crack her eventually. It would be a conquest of sorts. Another one to add to his list, but more interesting, certainly. 
Altor needed an endless succession of distractions. It was all he sought from life. He went to bars and taverns in order to socialise with ‘normal’ people because they didn’t make him feel as though he may as well be dead already. 
He had dreams and wishes, but they were more complex and much darker than most. Nothing was about mere happiness for Altor—he was beyond hoping for that. He didn’t know himself. And he didn’t have time, like everyone else, to learn. 
There was something inside him that was unendingly painful. A darkness that he tried desperately to overcome, a coldness that sometimes frightened him. 
He supposed he loved his mother. It didn’t seem to be enough in the face of what he’d become, what had been done to him. 
The rage inside him was like an animal, trying every moment to break free. He was utterly consumed by it. He wasn’t meant to be living this twisted, broken life. He was too strong and too clever. He could have been so much better if only he’d not been trapped like this. 
He knew it could be seen in his eyes—the hollowness and the fury. And it frightened nearly everyone he looked at, turning him into an outsider. 



Chapter 2
Luca disentangled himself from the throng of women and left the tavern. There were people everywhere; it was the biggest night of the year. 
Luca didn’t think it was right to celebrate like this, not for the deaths of thousands of people. Two years to the day since the Battle of Victory. But no war could be victorious, could it? It was a stupid, arrogant name and it made him angry. Like most things these days. 
And yet here he was, walking the streets of Amalia like he had this time last year. Last year he’d played his guitar for the king and queen—this year he declined. He couldn’t bring himself to make music anymore. 
Not after what it had done to Ria. She had been in a coma for almost six months, but the last he’d heard she had woken and returned to her family’s vineyard. He’d never gone to visit. He didn’t know why. He knew only that he’d changed, and that he wouldn’t be good enough for her if he tried to find her again. 
He wanted to write to her, but couldn’t think of what to say, how to redress. 
‘Luca!’ He turned and recognised the distinctive form of Anna, several feet behind him, dressed in her uniform and a peacock mask to mark the occasion. 
‘What are you doing wandering around on your own tonight?’ she asked, lifting her mask. 
‘You’re on your own,’ he pointed out. 
‘I’m headed off on patrol.’ 
‘No rest for the wicked, I see.’ 
Anna smiled. 
‘Are you sure you’re up for that?’ Luca asked seriously. 
‘Of course I am. Want to come with me?’ 
‘I wouldn’t dream of intruding,’ he replied, trying to make his voice sound light. ‘Besides, you know I’m not welcome with him.’ Anna opened her mouth to protest, but Luca interrupted. ‘I’m fine, really. I might sing for a bit.’ A lie, but Anna looked relieved. 
‘Okay. Make sure you do. And don’t stay by yourself for too long.’ Maybe she sensed that something was wrong. Maybe she knew what Luca was going to do. Maybe not, for she was gone in an instant, off to her unyielding duty. He wondered, not for the first time, if Anna was throwing herself so unrelentingly into her job to distract herself. But then—he could hardly talk. He thought of his home and his family every single day. He tried to imagine what they would think of him if they could see him now; how it would be if they ever found a way home. But he knew he would never leave this world without Jane, and he knew, too, that he’d never fit back in to his old life. 
Luca reached up to steady his fox mask, wishing it concealed more of his face. He kept walking. An observer would have to have been watching him very closely to notice that what appeared to be aimless wanderings were in fact taking him in a very clear direction. He was careful not to draw attention to himself. He doubled back a few times and even attempted a drunken stumble to blend in with the celebrations. 
It was early morning by the time he reached the large house. There was a metal fence surrounding it and dogs inside. 
Something had happened to Luca in that battle so long past. An appalling determination was his, a new set of skills, a different way of thinking. 
Was it possible to kill for a living and still have morals? 
Luca didn’t have the answer. 
He crept into the grounds, climbing the fence with deadly silence and grace. He didn’t wake the dogs—he was a ghost. Up the ivy on the wall and into an upper window, sitting for an eternity to make sure it was safe. Feet feather soft, he walked into the room and waited at the door to the hallway for a long time before stepping out. As he walked he scanned the floor, looking for loose floorboards, stopping at the second door on the right. Again he waited, listening for the heavy breathing of two bodies in sleep. Opening the door gently, he walked to the bed. 
He was just going through the motions. Motions he had been taught every day for the past two years. Motions that, if he thought about properly, made him shiver. 
Luca looked at the figure in the bed, and at the girl who slept beside him. She was very pretty, her white-blonde hair fanned out around her. 
Taking his knife out of its sheath, he ran it swiftly through the neck of the sleeping man, using a cloth to cover the wound so that the blood didn’t gurgle and wake the girl. 
Retreating quickly through the open door, remembering the boards in the hall and the room with the window, Luca descended down the ivy, across the grass, over the gate and six streets away to safety. 
Luca ran a hand through his short hair, and entered a tavern. He ordered a glass of red wine and drained it. As usual, he looked at his hands. It always seemed to him that they should tremble. They never did. They never so much as moved, never whispered or gave any hint of his doings. But inside ... everything shook. 
Luca knew who the woman in the bed was. It would have been the Lady Tzenna of Sair. She was betrothed to Lord Willem of Amalia, and it was known that they were already living together. A love match, apparently. She had been beautiful, but he hadn’t allowed himself to think about that, or to look at her for too long. 
Luca’s talent had been discovered, honed, crafted, and who was he to let it go to waste? He’d been told on a number of occasions that skills like his were good for only one thing. So he ended lives as his job. 
Willem of Amalia had been a nobleman, one of the men from the royal court, and he’d secretly made a large portion of his money through the slave trade. Accolon’s obsession with eradicating the trade was the reason Willem had died. 
Lord Willem drank and gambled half his money away. He was violent and sold young girls into slavery. 
But did he deserve to die? 
Luca drank his third glass slowly and then went back to the castle. There he would sleep, and in the morning collect his pay. It was better that the king himself had commissioned this job—it made Luca feel justified. 
A big blow to the trade, Accolon had said. 
If you did an evil thing to cause good, does it make the deed any less evil? Too hard a question. 
But Luca knew he was kidding himself if he thought he was doing this to help the king. He was doing it in order to subdue the chaos inside him where his heart had once been. In order to try and feel something, so that he might still consider himself human. ‘I’ve shown them to their rooms. They’re sleeping. Or trying to,’ Harry said. He was still smiling. 
‘Good,’ Satine said. ‘They’ll need the rest. They’ve got a lot to deal with.’ 
‘Yeah right—it isn’t half as bad as when I arrived. You had me crossing the marshes within minutes of waking up to a splitting headache, with no clue where I was!’ 
‘Oh wonderful,’ Altor drawled. ‘We get to hear this story again.’ 
‘What’s put you in such a bad mood?’ Harry asked, eyebrows raised. 
‘Forgive me if I do not deign to listen to repeated dribble that occurred nearly three years ago,’ the prince said sharply, his eyes flashing. He moved over to the window, staring out vacantly. 
Harry and Satine looked at each other, knowing by now to ignore Altor’s moods. 
‘Arriving to a host of Valkyries has its charm too,’ Satine pointed out tiredly and Harry’s good mood suddenly dimmed with thoughts of the creatures. 
‘You mentioned you had a message from Accolon?’ the queen asked. 
Harry nodded. ‘Luca contacted me earlier. They’re celebrating the Battle of Victory there tonight.’ 
‘So they’ll all be falling over drunk pretty soon.’ 
‘Not Luca. I’ve never seen him drunk in my life.’ 
‘There’s no civility in letting yourself go like that,’ Altor murmured, and neither of them could tell if he was agreeing with Luca’s choice, or mocking it. ‘I’m going out,’ he announced abruptly and stalked from the room. 
Harry watched Satine’s gaze follow her son and he had to look away from the hurt in her eyes. He couldn’t even imagine what she must be going through. 
‘Okay,’ she said swiftly. ‘What was the message?’ 
‘Accolon’s coming here.’ 
‘What? Why?’ 
‘I don’t know. Said he had something to talk to you about, and couldn’t do it over the links.’ Harry shrugged, watching her reaction. ‘Do you think he really needs to come all this way?’ he asked. 
Satine frowned. ‘You know more than I do.’ 
‘I don’t know much. You don’t think it could just be ... a ploy?’ 
‘For what?’ 
‘To see you.’ 
Satine’s eyes hardened. ‘Why would you think he might want to do that?’ 
Harry sighed. ‘I’m not an idiot, Satine. It’s obvious there’s something between you two.’ 
Satine glared at him. 
‘I’m just worried about you, that’s all. I know he hurt you,’ Harry continued. 
‘He did no such thing! How could he when he means little more to me than an acquaintance?’ 
Harry sighed. ‘Just be careful when he comes, is all I’m trying to say.’ 
‘And who are you to tell me this?’ she asked coldly. ‘Really, Harry, you should mind your own business.’ 
Elixia stared at her husband, wondering when it was that he had become a stranger. ‘I just don’t think it’s in your best interest to leave right now,’ she said carefully. 
‘Why?’ Accolon asked, looking up from his desk. ‘I need to speak to her. There is too much to say through the links—it tires them too much.’ 
‘You have just had a nobleman assassinated. And now you’re going to leave me here to deal with the consequences?’ she said crisply. 
‘The slave trade is out of control.’ Accolon’s voice was flat. ‘The loss of one of its leaders will send it into turmoil, if only for a while. I will not argue with you about this. I know you can handle it.’ 
Elixia had been as much of a ruler as he, and they both knew it. The closeness with which they’d first ruled had allowed the country to flourish. Somewhere along the way, that had started to dwindle. Accolon had grown restless, brooding and temperamental. He wanted to introduce laws that made no sense, and had been reading old texts that gave him strange ideas of what Paragor should be like. 
Elixia could remember the precise moment in which she had given up hoping for her husband to resume being the man he had once been; the birth of their only child had driven him into a rage she couldn’t bare to remember it was so hurtful, simply because the child had been a girl. 
‘Why do you so desperately need to speak to her?’ she tried. ‘We had better not be funding an expensive trip over the ocean just so you can see your mistress!’ 
But that was too far. She could tell from one glance that Accolon had shut down. His eyes blazed with fury, then he simply turned his back on her. 
Elixia tried to calm herself. ‘What of the rumours that this is all Vezzet?’ she managed to ask. 
It was a long minute before Accolon replied. ‘I have no doubt that he is capable of becoming the head of the Paragor suppliers, but I have no proof as yet.’ 
Elixia clenched her teeth. ‘I wasn’t just talking about the trade, Accolon. You know that.’ 
As usual, he didn’t say anything. 
‘We can’t keep ignoring this,’ she hissed. ‘Tens of thousands of men—boys—are dying to protect us against the Valkyries. Something has to be done!’ 
‘Fine,’ he snapped, as though he was simply doing her a favour. ‘When I get back we’ll talk about it.’ 
Elixia knew that was the best she was going to get out of him. ‘When will you leave?’ she asked. 
‘This afternoon. The boat is being readied now. You will be able to continue your work without me in the way.’ 
Elixia was about to reply with a cutting retort when her daughter began to cry, and she rose to pick her up. Ruby gave her more joy than she could ever have wished for. And if her father didn’t love her, it just meant Elixia was going to love her enough for the both of them. 
She cradled the baby—not quite a year old—and sat down to feed her. 
‘Well, Accolon, go safely,’ she said quietly, suddenly sick of arguing. 
When Ruby was asleep again, Elixia stood and walked him to the entrance hall. 
Anna ran to meet them, intercepting them before the front doors. She was breathless, looking exhausted and excited. 
‘Accolon—I’ve just returned from Sitadel with an urgent message from Cornelius. There has been another incident. A tavern near the dock in Cynis Witron was raided. The men were slaughtered and the serving girls are missing. Cornelius needs your council.’ 
‘Gods,’ Elixia breathed. 
Accolon only nodded crisply, folding his arms. ‘I will continue with my plans.’ 
‘But surely you should be heading to Cynis Witron!’ Elixia exclaimed. 
‘I will handle it,’ he said in a tone that forbade argument. ‘Satine will want to know about this. We will need to discuss how best to give our aid.’ 
It was, undoubtedly, the slave trade again. It was by far the worst in Cynis Witron—Cornelius was so old and addled that he was unable to set up a proper defence force, and without Prince Fern, his guard had grown sloppy. The country was wracked with havoc and chaos. 
‘If you aren’t going, then I’ll head back,’ Anna said, despite the fact that she looked like she might collapse. 
‘That’s too much for you,’ Luca said from the doorway, dark circles under his eyes. He slunk into the room and looked at Anna. She glared at him. 
‘I’m fine, Luca. Someone needs to look out for those poor people. Most of the smaller towns in the country areas don’t even have dream protection!’ 
‘You can do nothing if you work yourself into the ground.’ 
‘I’m fine,’ she repeated firmly. Luca looked at her, then shrugged and turned away from them all. 
‘I have good news too!’ Anna went on breathlessly. Her face brightened with joy and Elixia blinked, surprised by the sudden change. ‘Mia and Jack are here!’ Luca spun on his heel, shocked out of his usually expressionless state. His face creased with a brilliant smile. 
Her own reaction was far more muted. Six Strangers in Paragor. A cold feeling of dread washed over her, only to be quickly checked as she realised she was wrong—with Jane gone, there were still only five. 
‘That’s wonderful news,’ she said warmly. Elixia was incredibly interested to meet the new Strangers; their oddities were a constant source of amusement for the people of Paragor. Anna and Luca started to talk animatedly, but Accolon cut in coldly. 
‘You may discuss this another time. Right now I need to speak with you privately, Luca.’ 
Luca broke off mid-sentence, his face closing over once more. He looked at Anna and gave her a helpless shrug before disappearing from the room. 
‘He seems to be getting worse,’ Elixia said softly. 
Anna stared at the doorway with a pained expression. 
‘He’s fine,’ Accolon said shortly. ‘Anna, I think it’s best you patrol here at the moment.’ 
She shook her head. ‘There hasn’t been trouble here for some time. I’m needed more in Cynis Witron.’ 
Accolon sighed. ‘Fine. Do as you will. The gods know I can’t control either of you. Anyone would think I’m not the king.’ With that he followed Luca from the room. 
The women watched as Kha~dim walked after him. The tall, dark warrior was constantly on guard, never leaving the king’s side. He never aged; his lean physique never lost muscle, his hair never greyed. All part of his curse. His eyes changed though. They were always a different colour, perhaps dependant on his mood. 
On most days Kha~dim carried no weapons, but he had a way of carrying himself which spoke of ease and confidence, assuring Elixia that he could crush anyone he thought posed a threat to his king. 
Elixia looked at Anna and sighed at the girl’s expression. 
‘Accolon’s getting really strange, Elixia.’ 
‘I know.’ 
‘Why wouldn’t he care about Mia and Jack finally being here? It seems like he doesn’t care about anyone but himself!’ 
Elixia simply nodded again. 
The queen excused herself and retreated to her chamber. She had the book, and it had taken her a great deal of time to find what she was looking for. 
Fern—now dead, killed by a god, thwarting any hope for a necromancer to bring his soul back. 
It had taken her years to realise that the answer to his whereabouts lay in the  Book of the Dead, so she’d set herself to learning it all. The secrets that lay within such a book were deep and seductive, and each time she dove into them they threatened to stop her from returning to the mortal world. 
But Fern was her brother. More than that; there was a balance to the world. It had not been Fern’s time to die. Such a battle should not have occurred. His was a careless act of courage that had not been pre-ordained. The lives he had saved were too many to count. So, if there needed to be a reason to obsess over this—other than, of course, love—then it was necessity. Balance. 
Finally, Elixia had started to find the clues as to why he was not with all the other billions of dead souls. He was killed by a god, so Fern’s soul had been entangled with the god’s own immortal thread of life, thrusting him into a space between life and death, enmeshing him in a kind of limbo. The line between life and death was so thin that Elixia could not figure out how to enter it without losing her own soul in the process—a problem that posed far more of a threat now that she had a daughter to look after. 
Two days ago, she had found the answer. 
It was simple: the necromancer must be killed in such a way that she, too, could enter the realm of chaos. She might be able to escape with Fern because she was a necromancer, and only because of that. Their return was not assured though. 
But who was she, in the end, not to try? 
Many leagues outside the city of Amalia, amid concealing mountains, was a spot that Anna had come to know well. 
She rode there every day. It was the place to which her heart led, the place in which her heart lay waiting. The beginning and end of everything she desired. 
It was here that he waited for her. 
Anna dismounted her horse and let out a low, piercing whistle that resounded through the mountains. She never had to wait long. 
Almost instantly a great swooping sound filled the air, and from behind one of the closest peaks flew a colossal black beast. Locktar shrieked his welcome and landed heavily, shuddering the ground with his weight. 
Anna walked forward and touched the beast between the eyes. Words were unnecessary. 
They each knew their purpose, the job that had enveloped them. A job that most others would abhor because of its isolation. Not Anna though—she was not lonely. She revelled in the closeness Locktar gave her, and the power she felt when doing the world’s bidding. 
They named her The Protector. She rode the skies with Locktar, keeping the peace, guarding the borders as best she could against the beasts. 
Anna cast a glance at the sky and saw that the sun was sinking. She climbed atop her dragon, pressing her body flat against him as she felt him rise smoothly into the air, his mighty wings carrying them upwards. Out in the open like this, she would not have to go far before they were attacked. She was counting on it. They flew back towards the city, worry always in the back of her mind that one night the creatures might get through the protectors, and there would be nothing to stop them. 
Paragor was a different world than it had once been. A new, frightening world of darkness. 
Legend had it that the Valkyries were once creatures controlled by Adar, sent onto battle planes in the aftermath of wars to retrieve the souls of warrior heroes and take them to the afterlife. 
But something very different was happening in Paragor. Nobody knew how or why, but the beasts had swarmed into the world with new, darker powers. Instead of retrieving the souls of the strong, they preyed on the weak, the frightened. The weaker the soul, the easier the prey. 
Many said that the fact such creatures—- meant to signify the most valiant of beings—had turned to destruction was an indication of how far Paragor had fallen. 
They attacked in two ways. The first was physical. Every night they emerged, looking for any souls caught out in the open. Anna and Locktar patrolled the skies, killing as many as they possibly could. But this was the only way she could offer protection. She could not stop the Valkyries when they went after men and women in their dreams. Attacking the heart of everyone’s fear while they lay warm in their beds. 
Luca followed Accolon into the room, which was lit only by a single torch on a wall. There was one entrance, and that was guarded by two El~araih who stood on the other side of an iron door. There were no windows, no points of vulnerability. No way in or out, unless you were with the king himself. 
‘What now?’ Luca asked, his voice soft and rasping from disuse. Accolon sat down behind the desk. 
‘I’m going to Lapis Matyr this afternoon,’ Accolon replied. ‘You did good work last night. There has been no evidence to lead back to me. I commend you.’ 
Luca said nothing. His eyes were wreathed in shadow and he looked thinner than he ever had. 
Accolon sat forward in his chair. ‘Are you all right, Luca?’ he asked carefully. ‘I know I’ve asked you before if this is truly what you want to be doing, but I just—’ 
‘I’m fine,’ Luca answered flatly. ‘You saw something in me and Kha~dim has crafted it.’ 
‘Yes, but you know that none of us would make you do this if you did not—’ 
‘It was my choice to allow this to happen. My choice to let myself turn into this.’ 
‘You have not turned into anything...’ Accolon trailed off as he looked at Luca, at the way his long, elegant fingers interlaced in front of his face, dark eyes staring out from behind them. Accolon knew he was a different man to the boy who had arrived two years ago. He had to be different after the things he’d done. 
‘If you have another job for me, I will do it.’ 
‘I do. The last one. The one for which I had you trained in the first place.’ Accolon didn’t say out loud that this was the only one that mattered. That all the others had merely been practice. 
‘It is far away,’ he murmured. ‘In Cynis Witron.’ 
‘Who?’ 
Accolon crossed his legs. ‘There is a rumour—the slavers I have captured have told me of a driving force, a man who runs the entire slave trade. He doesn’t come from Paragor, but some place outside it. I think maybe he is from the same place as Leostrial. They call this man the Red Lion. And they say that this fiend is more powerful than any other foe because he is faceless, a shadow, simply a name that carries fear with it. A name that, given leave, will run like wildfire through my cities, causing terror in the hearts of my people. And you know how dangerous fear is at the moment. I can cut him off by cutting off all those who work for him. There is a man in league with him who is within my reach.’ Accolon took a breath. ‘I’ve let this go on for far too long. I want to hire you to kill Vezzet.’ 
Luca looked at the king for a long moment. Then he gave a single nod. 



Chapter 3
Adon Bayard, Captain of the army of Lord Vezzet in Cynis Witron, General of his personal guard, best fighter to have come out of Cynis since the god-fighting prince himself, rode his horse quickly through the gates of the Karangul fortress and into the main building. 
He did not bother dismounting, but instead rode straight up the narrow staircase and leapt off his mount in front of Vezzet’s chamber. A servant took the reins of his black mare and led her away. 
Knocking quickly, Bayard entered without waiting and met Vezzet where he stood behind his desk. 
‘My men and I returned from the raid on the tavern last night, sire,’ he reported. ‘We took hold of several female Followers, and have sent them to the correction centre to be detained.’ 
Vezzet frowned. ‘Good. But why only female Followers?’ 
Bayard glanced at the ground and cleared his throat. ‘There was a scuffle and ... some losses occurred.’ 
The man behind the desk stilled, his blue eyes flashing. Bayard knew not to disobey him, but he also felt that this kind of thing was to be expected—one couldn’t go in search of Followers and not be overcome with fury at what they were trying to do! How could Vezzet expect Bayard not to lose his temper in the face of people who continued to support evil? Leostrial had been gone for two years now, but there were still those who wished to follow his destructive cause, rebels who sought violence and power. Bayard knew they were trying to band together, trying to raise a number powerful enough to revolt, but he was not going to let such a thing happen. Sometimes it wasn’t enough to just capture them. 
‘I specifically forbade you from killing,’ Vezzet murmured softly. 
Bayard kept his eyes on the floor. ‘With all due respect, my lord, you know the anger that is in my heart for these people, and yet you still send me on these missions, knowing full well that I cannot control myself.’ 
‘How dare you?’ Vezzet hissed, standing up and banging his wooden hand onto the table. ‘If I give an order, you are to obey it without question—you are to feel exactly as I say you should feel! You don’t have the luxury of deciding what to do with those Followers!’ 
‘But they condone the deaths of all the people who died in the war! They still support Leostrial!’ 
‘Yes, I know that, Adon,’ Vezzet snapped. ‘Listen to me. You and I want the same things. We both want the king dethroned so that we can restore this country to its former state, don’t we?’ 
‘Yes, of course.’ 
‘Good. Then do as you have vowed and let me decide how best to achieve that.’ 
Bayard nodded curtly, resenting the way Vezzet spoke to him as if he were a child. 
‘And Bayard?’ Vezzet murmured. ‘If you ever disobey me again, you will be punished harshly. Now take the afternoon to rest—you’ve been doing a great deal of work lately.’ 
Outside, the soldier ran a hand through his short red hair. He started down the stairs, ignoring the order to rest. His life was wholly about his work. About finding the Followers of the vile, dead conqueror. 
He had fought in the Battle of Victory and had lost many friends. He had seen his father die, had watched his prince fall at the hands of a traitorous god, and had felt his own deadly anger take root. Bayard pushed himself to eradicate all memory of the conqueror from the world. 
Vezzet, he knew, had once been a Follower of Leostrial. But the man had seen the error of his ways, and it was for this reason that Bayard worked for him—he believed in righting one’s wrongs. The second reason was the senile old king sitting on the throne of Cynis Witron. Ever since Prince Fern died, Cornelius had let Cynis fall. The country was ravished by Valkyries, the slave trade had flourished, food was scarce, and the king was doing nothing. If Cornelius wasn’t going to put a stop to it, then Bayard had to find someone who would. Vezzet already had a small force set up to fight the Valkyries. 
In truth, there was also a third reason for Bayard’s loyalty, a much deeper reason, but this he told no one. 
Bayard left the building, calling for his horse again. She was beautiful. Mature, but strong and full of fire. He had claimed her after the battle, and was ecstatic with the big black mare. He had named her Bell. 
Mounting up, he rode out of the gates of Karangul and onto the flat planes that were so predominant in Cynis Witron. Bayard was returning to his scouting party. The ten men he had chosen from his own guard—his knights—were more than capable of doing a simple sweep on their own. But Bayard felt restless, and wanted to be doing something. 
They were about two leagues away, making a quick circuit around the edges of Vezzet’s land, and Bayard pushed forward to meet them near the river. 
It was sunset by the time he saw them and called out to them. The ten men signalled danger, and it was then that Bayard saw what was following them. 
The grapes needed to be harvested again. Ice Wine was incredibly rare in these times, and Ria was the only vigneron left in the world who could make it. After six months in a coma, she had recuperated the crop, knowing that though it would be difficult, it was her only source of livelihood. This year, melancholy made things hard. 
Her parents had died this season two years ago, but that was no reason for her to be breaking down. A person had to be strong in this world, she knew. There was no time to mope after the long dead. She was still a strong worker, a hard fighter. She no longer sang though, and never would again. Nor would she shed a single tear. 
She had exacted her revenge, or as much as a woman like her ever could. But still she could not cry. 
She hadn’t spoken to Luca since she woke, and had no idea where he was or what he was doing. She wondered if he thought about her. Wondered if he still sang. 
‘Danae, give me the power to forget him,’ she prayed, riding her horse hard. She flattened herself against the body of the small grey animal, and tried to think only about the feel of the ride. 
Perhaps because of her sadness on that evening, she rode for a long time—much further than she usually went. Inside her twisted a reckless desire to be outside when night fell. She wanted to see what would happen—wanted to see if she could survive. 
Until she saw the river and the distant figures, Ria did not realise that she had entered Vezzet’s land. 
She swore out loud and was about to turn when she saw that the riders had stopped at the river to turn and meet their adversaries. Behind them stood a pack of sabre-tooths. Which meant that Ria had to ride towards them, regardless of the fact that she had no weapon, and that there were eleven very capable looking men against only a score of beasts. A kind of valour had entered into the hearts of people now, a shared fear of all that they had to face. A person needed to do everything they could, because there were so many who could not defend themselves. 
You helped, no matter if you weren’t equipped. 



Chapter 4
‘Mia, are you asleep?’ 
Mia rolled over and looked at Jack, standing silhouetted in her doorway. ‘No. I can’t.’ 
‘Me neither.’ He crept over and lay down next to her. ‘If this is a dream, I kinda hope we wake up soon.’ 
Mia shrugged. ‘It’s not so bad. I wish Jane were here though. And the others.’
‘Harry said we’d see them soon. How weird does he look?’ 
‘I think he looks gorgeous. Did you see how muscly he is now?’ 
‘He went to war!’ 
The two of them thought about that for a while. It was too strange to grasp. 
‘There’s a prophecy about us,’ Jack whispered. ‘About us saving everyone. But they already did it. The four of them did it without us.’ 
Mia didn’t reply. Jack didn’t know what she could say anyway. No better way to make someone feel obsolete than to fulfil his destiny for him. ‘They had this big adventure, all before we got here. So what are we supposed to do?’ 
She shrugged again. ‘Dunno. I guess we just have our own adventure. And we don’t have to save the world for this to be awesome.’ 
Jack nodded vaguely, but couldn’t help thinking about how different Harry had been. How strong and purposeful. He’d grown up since they’d last seen him. Two years didn’t sound like much—he was still a teenager after all—but in reality he seemed like a new person. What if their friends had outgrown Mia and Jack? They must have their own lives by now. Harry seemed settled in Paragor. At peace with the fact that he couldn’t get home. 
So where did that leave the two of them? 
‘It’ll be all right,’ Mia said, as if reading his thoughts. ‘They’re still our friends. They’ll show us what to do.’ 
It took them a long time to get to sleep that night, and they awoke to a light tapping on the door. Harry burst into their room, flinging himself onto the bed. 
‘Rise and shine, troopers!’ 
‘Get off,’ Jack mumbled, his head under the pillow. Harry ripped the covers from them and started shaking Jack. Mia groaned and slid from the bed, trying to avoid the pillow fight that was now raging. After a few minutes she grabbed her own pillow and began hitting Jack. 
‘You traitor!’ he roared, swinging around and diving on top of her, smothering her with kisses. Mia giggled and implored Harry for help, who ended the fight by accidentally winding Jack and laughing as he wheezed on the floor. 
‘This isn’t over, dude,’ Jack hissed. 
‘Yeah, yeah. Come on, get up, get dressed, things to do, people to meet!’ 
‘Hey, Harry,’ Mia asked. ‘Who was the guy who found us and brought us here? Altor?’ 
Harry’s eyebrows rose. ‘That’s the prince. The Black Prince.’ 
Mia and Jack exchanged a glance. ‘You’re kidding.’ 
‘Not at all. He lived in an orphanage until he was seven, and then he was brought to the palace to take part in the battle.’ 
‘He was in a battle when he was  seven?’ Mia gasped, horrified. 
‘Yeah. He...’ Harry hesitated frowning. ‘The tyrant, Leostrial, was his father. Altor watched his mother kill his dad.’ 
‘Oh, man,’ Jack breathed. ‘That’s messed up. No wonder he’s so weird.’ 
‘Underneath it all he has a good heart. Sort of. I think he’s just ... lost.’ 
‘Wait,’ Mia said, frowning. ‘I thought you said the battle was only two years ago. If he was seven then, shouldn’t he only be nine years old now?’ 
Harry sighed. ‘Something happened. It’s ... horrible. So don’t go saying anything to Altor—he doesn’t like to talk about it—’ 
‘Okay, okay, just tell us,’ Jack implored. 
‘Leostrial used him, used his life source, to further his own powers, and it caused something inside Altor to change. It’s like his lifeline has been stolen from him, or something. He ... ages faster than he should. Much faster.’ 
Mia and Jack stared at him, uncomprehending. Then slowly Mia’s face changed. ‘You mean he’s actually nine years old right now?’ she whispered. 
Harry shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I don’t really understand. We have no way to know how old he actually is. His mind seems to be maturing just as quickly as his body. Each day he looks slightly different.’ 
‘And this won’t stop? He’ll just age this fast until he dies?’ she asked. ‘How long does that mean he has left?’ 
‘I don’t know. He’s aged at least ten years in the space of two.’ 
‘His poor mother!’ 
Harry nodded. ‘The healers have tried everything, but no one knows how to fix him.’ Harry shook his head. ‘Anyway, get ready, I want to show you around.’ 
Mia sank down onto the bed to tie the laces of her Converses distractedly. She refused point blank to wear the hideous leather boots that had been laid out in the closet for her—she’d look like some sort of farmer! 
Altor’s strangeness made a lot more sense now. She still couldn’t believe the careless, unassuming boy was a prince! He’d been so adamant that he was ‘no one’. 
‘Why do they call him the Black Prince?’ 
‘Because of the things he gets messed up in. Drinking, gambling...’ Harry shook his head. ‘Plus, just ... the way he is. He’s sort of twisted.’ 
He led them out of the room to the dining hall where they ate breakfast, strange delicacies unlike anything Mia and Jack had eaten before—lots of doughy breads and milk that tasted strange, as if it were on the verge of going sour. Mia shuddered and pushed her bowl away. 
‘So what exactly do you do here, Harry?’ Jack asked, hoeing into a huge chunk of salted meat and winking at Mia who was watching him in disgust. 
‘I’m the queen’s champion.’ 
‘Like what Lancelot was to Guinevere?’ Mia asked excitedly. 
‘Uh ... yeah, I guess so. Sort of.’ 
‘What does that mean you do though?’ Jack pressed. 
‘Well, you know, I ... protect her and stuff.’ 
Jack burst out laughing. ‘Wow. Sounds important. And what exactly do you have to protect her from?’ 
Harry sighed. ‘Look, it’s more like a title to represent my place in the palace. Things work a lot differently here, and you’re going to have to learn that.’ 
Jack made a face. ‘Yeah, sure. I’m just trying to get my head around how you spend your days.’ 
‘I spend a lot of time training. I travel. I study in the library. I eat, I go to the markets, I go out drinking, I ride my horse.’ 
Mia and Jack stared at him. ‘Oh my god,’ Mia said. ‘This place is  actually medieval! What about electricity? Technology? Cars, televisions, movies, hair straighteners— phones! Oh no—don’t tell me there are no mobile phones!’ 
Harry couldn’t help the wide grin that spread across his face. ‘Sorry to tell you, darling, but you can pretty much kiss luxuries like those goodbye.’ 
The howl that escaped her mouth could be heard miles away. 
They spent the day exploring the palace and the city of Burmia. Harry wanted to show them everything his life had become. He was the best tour guide he could be; in truth, he was boasting a little. But, he thought, he deserved to, didn’t he? These were things he’d experienced and survived. He wanted to share them. 
He explained their adventures in detail—his escape through the marshes with Satine; the struggle on Guanu with the Phearies; the betrayal of Vezzet and Columba; Satine’s spying; the Elvish race; the Amazonian women; the battle against Leostrial with the gods; and finally what had happened to Jane and Fern. 
‘He was killed by Odin, but he took the god down with him, stabbing him in the eye! It was awesome!’ 
By this point they were sitting in the garden next to a huge pond filled with swimming ducks. Mia and Jack had listened with rapt attention, stopping him to ask about things they didn’t understand. But here Harry was met with silence. 
Jack folded his arms and stared out at the water. ‘So this guy fought a god. An  actual god. And killed him?’ 
‘Yep.’ 
‘And Jane was in love with him?’ Mia asked in awe. 
‘Apparently he was going to leave his fiancé for her. I don’t know how she managed to watch him die. No wonder she left.’ 
‘But where did she go?’ 
Harry shrugged sadly. ‘I wish I knew. Life isn’t the same without her. It wasn’t the same without you two, either. I’m not trying to be mushy or anything, but there honestly wasn’t a day when I didn’t miss you.’ 
Jack rolled his eyes, but Mia smiled and gave her friend a hug. 
‘When are we going to get to see Anna and Luca?’ 
‘As soon as I can organise passage for us on a ship. But ... just be warned, okay? If you think I’m different, it’s nothing compared to how much they’ve changed.’ 
‘What do you mean?’ 
‘Well I told you about Anna patrolling with her dragon. It’s like she’s obsessed. She’s lost weight and she’s been returning home less and less. She just keeps going. I don’t know why. It’s so dangerous.’ 
Mia sighed. ‘God, it sounds horrible.’ 
‘It’s a good thing she’s doing. But at what cost? I just think she loves that damn dragon too much.’ 
The three of them sat silently for a while, lost in their thoughts. ‘Too much for what?’ Mia asked eventually. ‘You said she loves it too much. Too much for what?’ 
Harry frowned. ‘I just don’t want to see her get hurt. What if something happened to it?’ 
‘Yeah but stuff happens to everyone. Doesn’t mean you shouldn’t make attachments,’ Jack offered. 
Harry did a double take. ‘Woah, man! That was the most insightful thing I’ve ever heard you say!’ 
Jack laughed and shoved him in the shoulder. 
‘What about Luca?’ Mia asked. ‘How has he changed?’ 
Harry immediately sobered, his expression darkening. He sighed. ‘He’s completely different. I don’t know. I think it’s best if you just wait and judge for yourself. Maybe I’m overreacting.’ 
‘But what do you mean?’ Jack pressed. ‘How could he have changed that much? 
Harry shook his head slowly. ‘He just ... he looks straight through you. His eyes used to be so expressive. Now they’re just—hollow.’ 
Mia struggled not to burst into tears. ‘How awful,’ she whispered. 
Harry clasped his hands together. ‘Yes. But you’re here now. We’re almost all together again. Maybe we can help him.’ 
‘I think the one person he would have responded to is the one of us who isn’t here,’ Mia said. ‘He loved her so much.’ 
They lapsed into another silence. Mia lay back on the grass and closed her eyes. 
‘Do you ever just wish you could go home, Harry?’ she asked softly. 
He hesitated before he answered, but when he did, his voice was certain. ‘This is my home now.’ 
‘Or so he thinks,’ a voice murmured from above. ‘We don’t have the heart to tell him we don’t like him.’ Mia opened her eyes to see a dark silhouette blocking the sun. She recognised the voice—it was so laden with sarcasm she would be able to place it in an instant. 
‘Altor. Uh, I mean  Prince Altor.’ 
‘Damn. I see my secret is out.’ 
‘Why didn’t you tell us you were the prince?’ 
He didn’t bother to reply, just walked out of Mia’s line of sight so that she had to sit up to see him. ‘I’m taking you three out tonight,’ he said. 
‘Sweet,’ Jack said. ‘Where are we going?’ 
‘To experience Burmia.’ 
‘Oh god,’ Harry sighed. ‘That can’t be good.’ 
Altor smiled wolfishly. ‘Relax. I’ll ease them into it.’ 
‘Just keep them in one piece, is all I ask.’ 
‘Now where’s the fun in that?’ Altor disappeared with a wink and the three of them were left alone again. 
‘I get a bad feeling from that guy,’ Jack said. 
Harry changed the subject and explained to them how he, Anna and Luca could mind-link. ‘Let’s try and teach you guys to do it!’ He suggested. ‘Try and picture your mind as a white sphere of space. I’m going to approach you as I would Luca or Anna. If you feel me, try and let me in. It’s too hard to explain; you’ll only understand once you’ve tried it. Mia I’ll start with you.’ 
Mia closed her eyes and tried to do as she was told. After a moment she gasped out loud to feel Harry—and it was very distinctly Harry, though she couldn’t explain how—tapping against her mind. He was a brilliant green colour, earthy and rich, with a gentle, friendly quality. Mia didn’t know how she could tell what colour he was. She could just feel it, or sense it in a way that was indescribable. 
 Well done! Harry said inside her mind and she let out a peel of wondrous laughter. 
 Oh my god! I can hear you! she exclaimed.  And this is so easy! Have we always been able to do this? We just didn’t know?
Harry shook his head.  The link was forged when we joined together to fight Leostrial. You guys must have been in on it, even without knowing it.
 How on earth does that work?
 I’ve long since given up trying to figure things out. All I can come up with is that it’s some sort of magic.
‘What’s going on?’ Jack whined, watching his two friends gasp and exclaim without words. 
Harry turned his attention to Jack and did the same thing. Then, carefully, Harry reached out and joined the two links so that the three of them could hear each other. They sat there for a while, talking in each other’s minds, laughing about the wonder of it. 
‘What are you three doing?’ Satine was standing not far from them, staring at them as they giggled and reacted to unspoken things. 
‘I’m teaching them to mind-link!’ Harry exclaimed. ‘It’s as easy for them as it was for the rest of us!’ 
‘Splendid,’ Satine said with genuine pleasure. Mia looked at her, but couldn’t reconcile the kind figure standing before them with the woman in Harry’s story; the women who had given her child up and seduced the man who killed her father. 
‘Are you ready for dinner?’ 
‘Satine,’ Harry said, ‘you didn’t have to come all the way here to tell us dinner’s ready. You could have sent someone.’ 
‘I felt like a walk,’ she said, still smiling. ‘It’s lovely out here. I’ve forgotten how nice my own gardens are.’ 
‘They’ve been more beautiful than ever since you took control,’ Harry said. 
‘Brown-noser,’ Jack whispered, loud enough for everyone to hear. Harry turned red. 
They had dinner, the three Strangers, Satine and her son, in one of the smaller dining rooms. Mia couldn’t help but gaze around at the dark velvet drapes and the huge crackling fireplace in the corner that warmed the cold room up nicely. 
The meal was served. A large lump of brown meat was placed on Mia’s plate, and it oozed slightly with rich red blood. 
‘Is there something wrong?’ Satine asked as she saw Mia flush. 
‘Mia’s a vegetarian,’ Jack explained quickly. 
‘What is that?’ 
‘It means I don’t eat meat,’ Mia said softly, mortified with embarrassment. 
Satine and Altor stared at her uncomprehendingly. 
‘Why?’ the prince asked bluntly. 
Staring at her hands in her lap, she tried to keep her voice steady. ‘I don’t believe in cruelty to animals.’ 
Daring a glance up at them, she met Altor’s eyes. The expression on his face seemed like he might actually be offended by the stupidity of what she’d said. 
‘Of course. Bring Mia a meal without meat, and make sure that she isn’t offered meat for the rest of her stay,’ Satine ordered one of the servants and Mia’s plate was removed immediately. 
‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I don’t mean to be an imposition.’ 
‘Not at all,’ the queen said. 
The moment passed quickly enough as the boys entered into a conversation about the merits of firing an arrow versus being able to fight with a sword, Jack listening in rapt attention. Mia used the opportunity to talk to Satine. ‘Your highness,’ she said. 
‘Please, just call me Satine.’ 
‘Okay, Satine. Do you ... did you believe in the prophecy? About the six of us?’ 
‘Wholeheartedly,’ the queen said softly. 
‘So then, do you have any idea why ... why we weren’t really a part of it? Was it a mistake in the prophecy? Was it only supposed to be about the four of them?’ 
Satine put her knife and fork down and contemplated Mia. ‘I’ve thought about this for a long time, Mia. I’ve wondered about telling Harry, or Altor about my thoughts, but I never did, because if I’m right, it means bad things for all of us.’ 
‘What do you mean?’ 
Satine sighed. ‘Everyone thinks the prophecy has been fulfilled. But I think it has yet to happen. And I’ve always thought that if ever you and Jack turned up, that it would call for the true fulfilment of the augury – that your arrival would herald the coming of a new threat. I just don’t know what that is yet.’ 
Mia stared into the bright blue eyes of the queen, and she shivered. 
‘I hope you’re wrong.’ 
‘So do I, Mia. So do I. But there are things in this world that make me think that maybe I’m not.’ 
Mia’s eyes moved to the sky outside the window. The threads that surrounded the city were almost completely invisible, but occasionally, when looked at from the right angle, they could be spotted. 
Satine nodded, following Mia’s gaze. ‘They’re called dream protectors. Made by the Elves with magic that humans know nothing about.’ 
‘But why would you need dream protectors?’ she asked. 
The boys had grown silent and were listening to the conversation. 
Satine looked at Harry. He cleared his throat. ‘You must be wondering what those creatures were, guys. The ones that attacked you.’ 
‘I didn’t want to bring it up,’ Jack said nervously. 
‘Well, it’s too dangerous for you not to understand what they are. Not everything’s as perfect as it seems in daylight. There is a force attacking us when the sun goes down. Valkyries. Creatures that delve into your dreams, turning them to nightmares, preying on your fears before carrying you to the underworld forever.’ 
‘Jesus,’ Mia whispered. The monsters that had seemed so terrifying now seemed so much worse. There was a whole other element to them that was infinitely more frightening. 
‘Oh, is that all?’ Jack muttered. ‘I thought you were going to tell us something really scary.’ 
‘It’s okay,’ Satine added quickly. ‘We have plans in place. I have watch-towers around every inch of this city, and every other city in Lapis Matyr, plus the dream protectors keep us safe. It’s only if you wander outside the city’s walls that you’re in danger.’ 
‘Right,’ Harry agreed. ‘No leaving Burmia without me.’ 
‘Aren’t we headed to Uns Lapodis soon?’ Mia asked quickly. 
There was another silence. Altor, who hadn’t really been part of the conversation, was staring out the window. Satine frowned worriedly, looking between Mia and Jack. 
Harry, for his part, folded his arms across his wide chest, his voice suddenly grave. ‘I’ll protect you.’ 
And the strange thing was, Mia actually believed him. 
Bayard quickly reached the men where they’d stopped. 
‘Right,’ he called, ‘You know what to do, men.’ 
The sabre-tooths were upon them quickly, but the beasts were met with deadly force. These men were not his hand-picked, carefully trained knights for nothing. They were excellent fighters, deadly swift, wickedly accurate. The battle would have been over quickly if it had not been for a certain young woman arriving on the other side of the river, unarmed, forcing herself across towards the fight. 
‘Gods, what is she doing?’ Bayard muttered and then swore. He kicked his horse around the fray and into the river, hoping to intercept the girl before she reached danger. But before he could do so, one of the sabre-tooths spotted her, and started to wade deeper into the river. Bayard swore again and urged his horse faster, but Bell was being bogged down by the mud. He wasn’t going to make it—the sabre-tooth was at her feet. 
Bayard opened his mouth to call out, but the words died on his lips, for as he watched, the woman gracefully flicked a small knife out of her boot, sweeping it down with one motion into the beast’s neck, killing the animal instantly. 
She rode her horse over to Bayard, and in a low, musical voice said, ‘Hand me your sword.’ 
Bayard was so perplexed by her presence and her actions that he almost did exactly that. He realised what he was doing and snapped his mouth shut. ‘No!’ 
Clicking her tongue angrily the girl moved on. 
Bayard watched, a little aghast, as she rode quickly to one of his men and, punching him in the face, stole his sword. The look on the man’s face would have been comical, if Bayard hadn’t been so vexed. Was the woman completely out of her mind? 
There were only two beasts still alive, and the other nine men stopped to look at the girl as she killed both with apparent ease, leaning far out of her saddle to slash the stolen sword into the beast’s necks. 
Finally she stopped and looked at them calmly. 
Bayard’s mouth was hanging open. ‘What in all hell are you doing?’ 
‘What does it look like I’m doing?’ 
‘But  why?’ 
‘The business of revenge is not an easy one,’ she replied with a shrug. ‘I fight where I can.’ 
‘What do  you have to be vengeful about?’ one of his men, Caleb, asked with a touch of scorn, still smarting from the punch and rubbing his swollen lip. 
She turned towards him and Bayard had a strong urge to laugh at her ferociousness. 
‘Who are you?’ he asked instead. 
‘My name is Ria del Torr.’ 
Several of his knights gasped, and Caleb groaned and shook his head in mortification. 
‘You are the singer,’ Bayard stated shortly. 
‘I was once. Now I am a vigneron. Would you still speak to  me of vengeance?’ 
‘I apologise,’ Caleb said quietly. 
‘That is enough for today, men.’ Bayard said loudly. ‘Let’s get back to the barracks. Will you accompany us, Lady? It’s nearly nightfall.’ 
‘How far to your barracks?’ she asked. 
‘Perhaps an hour’s hard ride.’ 
Ria nodded. ‘It is much closer than Torr. I’ll come for the night, and leave on the morrow. Thank you.’ Pausing, she added almost as an afterthought, ‘What is the name of your barracks?’ 
‘I am the captain of the army at Karangul.’ 
‘Vezzet’s barracks?’ she asked sharply and he nodded. 
‘I’m sorry, I cannot come with you. I will make my way back to Torr tonight.’ She turned to leave. 
‘Wait!’ Bayard called, ‘You can’t go all the way to Torr on your own! You will be caught in the dark. Why change your mind?’ 
She didn’t reply, just shook her head and turned her horse. ‘Can I keep this?’ she asked Caleb, holding up his sword. 
‘Of course, Lady. But you can’t go out onto the plains at night!’ 
‘Leave it be,’ she snapped. ‘I’m not going to Karangul. I’d rather face the Valkyries.’ 
Bayard stared at her, incredulous. He knew Vezzet was not universally liked, but to actually ride out into the night rather than go to his fortress? It was madness! 
Ria was already riding towards the horizon, growing smaller by the second. Swearing loudly, Bayard kicked his horse into a trot, calling out to his men from over his shoulder. ‘I’ll meet you back at the barracks, now go!’ 
He leant low over Bell’s back, gaining on the girl quickly. 
‘What are you doing?’ she asked breathlessly, reigning her horse to a halt. 
‘I’m coming with you. I’m not the sort of man who lets a lass go off on her own into the night.’ 
‘ Lets a lass?’ she repeated scornfully. ‘You aren’t  letting me do anything, Captain. And I don’t take kindly to insults about my sex. If you’re coming, you’d better be able to keep up, and hope to the gods that I feel like protecting you if we run into trouble.’ 
And with that Ria kicked her horse into a canter. Bayard stared after her in astonishment, then caught himself and followed her into the distance. 
Jack looked at the two Harrys standing in front of him and tried to figure out which one was real. 
‘I think you’ve had a bit much to drink,’ both Harrys told him. ‘Don’t feel bad—the ale here is much stronger than on Earth.’ 
‘I agree,’ Jack mumbled. He’d had a beer or two back home, but they’d never had this effect on him before. 
Jack looked around the crowded tavern and tried to find his girlfriend amid the chaos. It was like nowhere he’d ever been before. There were women dancing on tabletops, men having swordfights in the middle of the room, musicians trying to drown out the noise of laughing, shouting, and fighting, a rat race in one corner with men screaming bets, and  ale—so much ale. 
A woman brushed past and Jack looked up to see that she had a snake wrapped around her neck that flicked its tongue at him. Harry laughed at his expression. 
‘Maybe I should take you home,’ Harry suggested. 
‘I need to find Mia,’ Jack said. He stumbled before Harry righted him. 
‘I’ll find her and bring her back. Just wait here.’ 
Mia stood not far away, hidden by a bunch of palm trees. At that moment she was being challenged by the Black Prince to drink a shot of something bright blue and on fire. 
‘Torrean Ice Wine,’ he murmured. ‘It’s a delicacy. It’s so rare we’re probably the only ones in this bar able to afford it.’ 
‘You mean  you are. My purse is sitting on a hilltop in another world.’ 
‘You are guests of the palace. We will accommodate everything you need. And right now you need a shot of Ice Wine.’ 
Mia laughed and held the shot nervously. 
‘On my count,’ Altor said. ‘One—’ 
Mia downed the shot before he had a chance to say two. 
‘Now that’s cheating,’ he purred, quickly downing his own. ‘Are you a cheater, Mia?’ 
She felt the hairs on her skin rise and closed her eyes, trying to regain composure. It was the way he kept looking at her. As though he could see her naked. How could he do that? Throw her one glance and make her feel more thrilled than she ever had before? 
With a jolt Mia pulled her thoughts back to her boyfriend. Suddenly she wished desperately that Jack would come and find her. 
‘Want another?’ Altor asked her softly, resting his hand on the small of her back. 
‘Absolutely not. You’re trying to get me drunk.’ 
‘I don’t need to bother, darling,’ he drawled. ‘You’re doing fine on your own.’ 
Mia was about to protest when she realised she couldn’t feel her feet. ‘You’re right. Time for me to go home, I think.’ 
Altor shrugged and she could see the interest fade from his eyes almost instantly. For some reason that left her feeling cold. ‘I could have one more, I guess.’ 
He smiled darkly and Mia had the feeling she had just willingly entered the lion’s den. What was strange was that she didn’t really want to stop it. They were in an entirely new world, and she wanted to try new things. 
Was that selfish? she asked herself. How could she even be thinking of such things? And yet her feet stayed rooted where they were, and she accepted the Ice Wine when Altor handed it to her. 
She sipped it and listened to him softly relate the rules of the game of cards they were watching. There seemed to be a huge amount of money being bet on the table. Mia didn’t bother paying attention to what he was saying, but let the sweet, deep sound of his voice wash over her like warm water. 
A moment later they were interrupted by Harry. ‘Excuse me, Altor. May I have a word?’ 
‘Back in a moment, sweet. Have to do what the man says,’ Altor drawled. 
Harry reached an area free of people and turned to glare at Altor. ‘What are you doing?’ 
Altor gazed back calmly. ‘Drinking. Talking.’ 
‘Don’t do this, Altor. Not to Mia.’ 
‘I’m not doing anything.’ Altor’s eyes turned hard. Harry knew the boy could not be swayed once he had made up his mind. Harry swore under his breath and walked back to Mia. 
‘It’s time to go,’ he said into her ear. 
‘Already? I’m having fun.’ 
‘Jack’s really wasted—we need to take him home.’ 
‘You can do that, Harry. I’ll stay here for a bit.’ 
‘I don’t think that’s a good idea.’ 
Mia looked him in the eye. ‘Don’t start trying to be my dad, Harry,’ she said firmly. 
Harry blinked and took a step away from her. ‘Okay. Fine. Don’t come crying to me in the morning when you sober up and realise you’ve stuffed everything.’ He was about to walk away when the anger seeped from him and he turned back with a pleading look. ‘Mia, honey, just please be careful. You don’t know Altor. He’s dangerous.’ 
‘But I do know me. I want to drink and dance and have fun. I’ll be good, I promise. You don’t need to worry about me.’ 
Harry sighed. On his way out he saw Altor. ‘Just make sure she gets home safe, okay?’ 
Altor tilted his head. ‘Harry. Of course I’ll do that,’ he murmured with rare sincerity. 
Mia watched Harry haul Jack out of the tavern. She had a sudden pang of regret that she hadn’t helped get him home. At the same time she just wanted to be able to go out and not have to worry about someone else. She and Jack had been together for so long, and they were only seventeen! Most of her other friends hadn’t had a boyfriend before. Jane had never even kissed anyone! 
Mia checked herself at the mistake. No, Jane  had kissed someone. A prince. And Anna had fallen in love with a man who had betrayed everyone. Luca had had a girlfriend who’d sung to save the world and then fallen into a coma. 
How could you come to a new world and still want the same things you did in the old one? 
Altor stood with her again, telling her about the activities around them. The musicians were apparently famous. He explained what sort of music they played and their stories, and about the dancers and what went on after hours in the city. This was where the hearts of the people could be found, he said. 
‘In their misbehaving?’ Mia smiled. 
Altor shook his head. ‘This isn’t misbehaving. It’s real life. It’s how we live amidst so much fear.’ 
‘So this is more real than sitting down with your family and eating a meal?’ 
He shrugged. ‘That’s not the point. The point is, we need to be allowed to behave as we please. There has to be freedom to want what the heart wants.’ 
‘And does your heart want to come here to drink and gamble the nights away?’ she asked. 
He smiled. ‘You’re forgetting the women. Drinking, gambling and women.’ 
Mia laughed. ‘What more could one want?’ 
He handed her another shot and she took it. Without waiting for her to drink it, Altor leant in and kissed her on the corner of her mouth. She was so shocked that she froze. His lips were soft and warm, and when he moved away Mia felt cold again. 
‘Drink up,’ he smiled, gesturing to the drink in her hand. 
Numbly Mia drank. She shouldn’t have enjoyed that kiss so much. Not nearly so much. 
‘Relax,’ Altor said. ‘You haven’t committed a crime. You can say I forced you to kiss me. You can pretend you didn’t like it.’ 
He moved closer, and Mia stiffened. ‘You can lie,’ he whispered, his breath hot against her mouth. And then he kissed her properly. Mia’s body erupted into shivers. 
‘That wasn’t so bad, was it?’ he murmured. 
She looked at him. His smile was predatory. ‘This is a game to you, isn’t it?’ she asked. 
He blinked. ‘Of course,’ he replied, as though it was the most obvious thing in the world. ‘Isn’t it a game to everyone?’ 
‘No,’ she whispered. ‘It’s not. Can you take me home, please?’ 
He looked at her for a long moment. Then he smiled. ‘My pleasure, Lady Mia.’ He led her outside and into a carriage. Mia stared out the window the whole way home, walking to her room without saying a word. 
‘Mia,’ Altor called and she turned back to look at him, standing on the front steps of the castle, wreathed in moonlight but still so dark, and still so amused. ‘It is a game. You’ll realise that sooner or later, or else you’ll keep losing.’ 
And the simple cruelty of his words cut straight inside her. 
Instead of heading to her own room, Mia went into Jack’s and locked the door behind her. She lay down next to him, staring at him for a long time. She watched the steady rise and fall of his chest, looked at the fine hairs on his chin, his dirty fingernails, the crease in the middle of his forehead, even when sleeping. She knew that crease, those fingernails, hairs, and breaths well. For a while, she’d known them as well as she’d known any part of herself. 
Now, she thought, she knew them far better. 



Chapter 5
Ever so slowly, Anna’s body was degenerating. A long, painful death that loomed ever nearer. 
The doctors on Earth had told her she had only months to live. She’d survived over three years since then. There was something about this world that had slowed the cancer down. Or maybe she was just stronger than anyone had thought.
Most days Anna forced herself not to think about her condition. Some days, though, it was too hard to ignore the weakness in her body, so she slept, claiming exhaustion from her patrols. It was the perfect excuse—no one suspected that her constant weariness was from anything but her demanding job. 
Luca was the only person who knew about her cancer, but he had long ago sworn silence. They hadn’t discussed it for some time now, as she refused to enter into conversations about it. It didn’t actually seem like it was on the top of Luca’s list of worries. He had become like a wraith, a shadow of his former self. 
The dark secrecy had started when he began training with Kha~dim. Anna had no idea why they needed to train so thoroughly, morning and night. She could think of only one reason for this obsession, and that was that Luca must be planning to join the guard. Essentially, a suicide mission. Men only lasted a short time patrolling the ground against a sky full of shadows. 
They were losing Luca, but to what she didn’t know. 
Locktar was Anna’s perfect companion. With his silence he promised everything she wanted from what was left of her life—no questions and no pity. 
In that moment, Luca sat atop a cliff, watching waves break below him. The darkness of the water reminded him of the night Jane had been washed out to sea. 
He never knew what it was that brought such thoughts. He’d become so melancholy, only able to think about the past. It tormented him, and when it started he had to make sure he was alone. 
He had been ordered to take a job in Cynis Witron, the place that held a woman he desperately wanted to see. But what would he say to her? Would he tell her what he’d become? The place deep inside him writhed and broiled. He couldn’t tell Ria what he was. He couldn’t tell anyone. All he could do was try to control his horrific urges, and keep the beast at bay. 
It was growing nearer to twilight. Time to get inside. He was full of despair, but he was no fool. 
He began the walk back to the city by climbing down the steep cliff face. He had no harness, but his body was skilled enough to scale the jagged rocks easily. 
At the halfway mark he stopped for a moment to gauge the best path to the sand, when, from the corner of his eye, he glimpsed a smudge on the beach. Squinting against the setting sun he tried to make out what it was, and realised, suddenly, that it was a body. 
Luca reached the bottom as quickly as he could and began to run. At this altitude he could run fast, and by the time he reached the figure, only about a minute had passed. Only a minute. But those sixty seconds plagued him. What if it was too late? What if this person died because he was too slow? It didn’t enter his mind that he’d made it down the length of the beach much faster than anyone else could. He expected more of himself. 
His anxiety intensified when he realised the slumped figure on the beach was a woman. It increased beyond measure when he realised who the woman was. 
Anna looked small and weak, dwarfed among the oversized clothes she wore to hide her thinness. It took him only a moment to check that she was still breathing, and to shake her into consciousness. Her eyes were glazed and pained when she looked at him. 
‘Oh, Luca,’ she whispered. ‘I’m sorry, I just got a bit dizzy...’ 
‘It’s okay sweetheart, I’m taking you home now.’ 
‘I need to get to Locktar, it’s nearly night time ... I need to start my patrol...’ 
‘You’re not going to help anybody in this state, An.’ Luca lifted her effortlessly into his arms. Her bones felt so fragile in his strong grip. ‘What were you doing all the way out here at this time of day?’ 
‘I just ... I just wanted to walk along the beach before I left again.’ Anna was limp and cold in his arms. Luca picked up his pace. 
‘Anna,’ he murmured as he jogged, trying not to jolt her too much, ‘I’m really worried about you.’ 
‘I’m worried about you too,’ she murmured tiredly. 
Luca’s jaw clenched and he made it the rest of the way back to the palace in silence. 
Once Anna was safely in bed, after a healer had made sure she wasn’t in any immediate danger, Luca took a seat next to the window and turned his eyes to her. 
‘Get some sleep. I’ll be here when you wake up.’ 
‘I don’t want to sleep too long. I need to get away.’ Anna didn’t open her eyes to speak. 
‘You don’t need to go anywhere. You’re not well enough, and I don’t want to argue about it. The world will be okay without you for a few weeks.’ 
‘Weeks? Luca, I—!’ 
‘I said I don’t want to argue about it.’ His tone was firm. ‘Besides,’ he added more gently, ‘I think it’s best if we both wait here to see Jack and Mia before we leave.’ 
‘We? Where are you going?’ 
‘I’m going to Cynis Witron, too. Accolon wanted someone to meet with Cornelius about the fortress of Karangul.’ He might have asked for a lift with Anna if her dragon didn’t hate Luca so much. Anna couldn’t understand why this was so, but Luca knew the dragon sensed the darkness inside him. 
‘He knew I was going. Could he not entrust the job to me?’ Anna frowned and sank further into the bed. ‘That man has nothing but contempt for me,’ she said angrily. ‘He never shows gratitude or respect for anything I do.’ 
Luca didn’t say anything. 
‘I’m fed up with it!’ she went on. ‘He can’t keep taking me for granted. Maybe I’ll stop reporting to him and go live with Satine. She would treat me properly...’ Anna trailed off as she realised her complaints were falling on deaf ears. ‘Luca ... I can’t wait to see them.’ 
He looked at her and saw that her anger had evaporated. Now all he could see in her face was excitement. Luca’s own smile was easier in coming than usual. ‘I know. Harry said they haven’t aged. They’re exactly the same. Lucky things.’ 
‘But don’t you think it’ll be strange? Being older than them?’ 
Luca shrugged. ‘Two years isn’t much. Plus they always acted younger than us.’ 
Anna laughed. ‘Say that to their faces.’ 
‘I wouldn’t dare,’ he said with a smile. 



Chapter 6
‘You spoke of revenge,’ the red-haired man called Adon said. ‘What do you seek vengeance for? Yourself?’ 
It was a question he had obviously wanted to ask for some time now. 
They’d been riding for hours, and it was well and truly dark. They’d slowed their tired horses to a walk, watching the skies warily. Ria found that she couldn’t really be bothered avoiding the question. 
‘Sabre-tooths killed my parents. I was young and foolish when I vowed revenge. I actually believed I could do it—I had no idea of the enormity of what I was vowing. But sometimes the oath keeps me going.’ She shrugged. Bayard nodded, looking upwards. He ran a hand through his hair, creating more havoc there. 
‘Did you fight?’ she asked. 
‘Didn’t we all?’ 
‘I nearly didn’t,’ she said. 
‘Then thank the gods for whatever force changed your mind,’ he muttered and Ria looked away. The moons were high overhead, allowing them some light in which to keep vigil. Ria was beginning to understand how stupid she’d been to think she could ride out on her own. There was a vastness to the world in darkness that was not so frightening during the day. Looking at the thousands of stars above she felt tiny, and unsafe. 
‘You are a soldier then,’ she said, finding that words helped her forget how vulnerable they were. 
‘Yes. A mercenary.’ 
‘That explains why you work for such a man. I take it he pays you handsomely?’ 
Bayard flashed her a sideways look. ‘Not why I work for him. I know most hate him for what he did.’ 
‘And why shouldn’t we?’ 
‘Because he has changed. He seeks to make amends for all his wrong-doings. I support what he strives for.’ 
‘And what is that?’ Ria snapped angrily. 
Bayard shook his head. ‘You don’t understand. He wants to help our country. Turn it back to what it once was.’ 
‘By overthrowing the rightful king?’ 
‘Cornelius was good once, but now his mind suffers. Cynis is a mess of poverty and destruction.’ 
‘But isn’t Vezzet involved in the slave trade?’ she pressed. 
Bayard frowned. ‘Rumours only.’ 
Ria tried to swallow her anger. Vezzet had betrayed them all—he’d let his friend and colleague Tomasso take his place on the guillotine, and then he’d waited until they were on the battlefield to announce that he’d been a spy for Leostrial all along! But clearly Bayard was delusional, and wasn’t going to listen to her. Besides, part of what he was saying was true—Cynis Witron was in a bad way. She just couldn’t believe that Vezzet was trying to better their country; he was so deceptive that she didn’t trust a single thing he was involved in. And yes, it was only rumoured that he was part of the slave trade, but rumours had to come from somewhere, didn’t they? 
Sighing, she clenched her jaw. ‘I can see we are not going to agree on this matter. Whatever his intentions, I will never set foot in his fortress, not after what he did.’ 
‘I’m aware of that,’ he said. ‘It’s why we are very likely to die out here tonight.’ 
She looked down at her hands guiltily. 
‘Forgive me,’ Bayard said gently. ‘Bitterness is ugly in everyone. I think we’d best just focus on getting home.’ 
Ria looked across at him. Their eyes met and she thought she saw something in his. Perhaps not tenderness, but something close? Why? 
‘I told you I’d protect you,’ she reminded him. 
He broke into a wide grin. ‘You said you might, if you were feeling generous.’ 
Ria couldn’t help but smile too. ‘Well I am, Adon. I am feeling generous.’ 
‘I’ll thank my gods with every step we take,’ he told her and she looked away to stop herself from laughing. She hadn’t laughed in what felt like years. 
‘We’ll be there soon,’ she said after a while. ‘Then you will be on your way, I assume?’ 
‘Yes ... I would say so,’ he replied slowly. ‘But can you do one thing for me on our way?’ 
She looked at him. 
‘Call me Bayard. Only my mother calls me Adon.’ 
Ria frowned. ‘No. I like Adon better.’ 
Bayard chuckled. ‘I’ve never had that response before.’ 
‘You’ve never met me before.’ 
Their horses were walking close together, and she glanced across at his hands where they gripped the reigns. Another pair of hands jumped unbidden to her mind, a beautiful, musical pair. The memory of them cut deep, erasing her good mood instantly. 
‘You’ll need to rest your horse and have something to eat,’ she said stonily. ‘You may stay at my house until you have done so.’ Without looking at him or waiting for a reply she kicked her horse hard and cantered ahead. 
They had been wrong. All of them. Lady Tzenna of Sair and Lord Willem of Amalia had not been in love. Or at least, the Lady had not been. 
She had meant it to seem so, though. She had made it look as though it had been one of the very rare love matches. It suited her greater purpose. 
His death, however, did not. Tzenna was able to show some real distress when she’d woken and found her fiancé dead next to her. That distress was almost a relief. Her life had been about acting, deceit, lies. It was a relief for her to be able to feel something. 
What no one knew, or remembered, or  cared, was that Tzenna’s entire family—her mother, her father, her grandparents, her brothers, and her baby sister—had been slaughtered like animals because they had been late in paying their taxes one month. 
Slaughtered by the former King Gaddemar, and his traitorous wife Columba. 
Tzenna only managed to escape a fiery death because the soldiers sent to Sair were fond of young girls. Tzenna had been eight that summer. This brought no lack of courage, as she proved with a knife in the neck of the man who was preparing to capture her. The other had been so shocked that he’d not reacted in time, and she had been able to hide in the village rubbish dump. 
Even now she could remember that night. Crying the only tears she had cried for eight years, as small creatures crawled over her and bit her in the dark. 
The other members of the village had been happy to shelter her as she planned her vengeance. 
Then came the two deaths, one of a king and another of a queen, which had ruined the purpose of her life. Accolon was not his father or his mother. But, she decided, he would do. And so she had come to Amalia, capital of the world, and through hard work had placed herself in a position of some rank. Having a nobleman fall in love with her had surely helped. 
She had not known of his involvement with the slave trade, or else would have chosen some other nobleman, but that could not be helped. She had been elevated to a woman of stature in the court, and now she could start to lay out the finalities of her plan. 
At that moment Tzenna of Sair, daughter of a dead family, sat in the chapel of Adar with a black veil over her face and hair, listening to the priest lead the funeral rites of her dead fiancé. 
Perhaps she could have loved him, in a life where her purpose was not set wholly on one action. He had been kind to her, and she knew he had loved her. She let the tears fall in the church, the first since that night in the garbage dump so long ago. Not real tears. She didn’t know if she was capable of real tears anymore. 
The High Queen was there, glittering in the candlelight, face calm and serene like the wondrous queen she was. Beloved, they called her beyond the palace walls. Just like her late brother. Tzenna had met Elixia only a few times before, but the admiration had been there from the first. The queen was not the object of Tzenna’s hatred. 
She was very brave also, Tzenna thought suddenly—her husband was gone and she was here alone, facing a possible revolt over the death of this man. 
At the end of the service, Tzenna walked to the coffin and removed her betrothal ring, placing it on the chest of the man she had been going to marry. Then she turned and walked from the church, wrapping her cloak tighter about her in the cold winter wind. 
‘Please accept my deepest apologies,’ came a soft voice from behind her. Tzenna turned to see the queen, and was once again confronted by her huge green eyes. 
‘Of course, thank you,’ she replied, bowing low to the ground. 
‘The gods are often unkind,’ the queen said, seeming truly sorry. 
Tzenna nodded, keeping her anger hidden with well-practised ease. The gods, or  the king, could be unkind? 
‘You are a strong girl though, Tzenna—you will get past this.’ 
‘Thank you, my lady, you are too kind.’ 
‘Not kind, only truthful. Now, let’s go—it is far too cold to be standing outside on a day like today. We shall talk in my litter so that my bones may not freeze under this aged skin.’ 
Tzenna managed a smile—Elixia was radiant, and still extremely young. She had come to the throne when she was even younger than Tzenna was now. 
‘The boys...’ Tzenna said, gesturing inside to where Willem’s sons were still sitting. 
‘Have their own way home, I’m sure,’ the queen said. 
The younger woman followed the queen to her litter, wondering what had granted her the right to ride with such a woman. 
‘Tzenna, I take it you will be living in Willem’s house with his sons?’ 
‘Yes, for now,’ she said. 
‘Good. They are good boys,’ the queen replied absently. ‘Are they of an age?’ 
‘Yes, they are young men. Hoping to follow their father into the king’s court.’ 
‘Of an age to marry?’ the queen asked, her eyebrows raised. 
‘Oh!’ Tzenna said, hoping her cheeks were flushed. ‘I had not thought of such a thing. Yes, one is.’ 
‘His name?’ 
‘Élan.’ 
‘His line of work?’ 
‘He has been working with the librarian to become a scholar. He wants to one day scribe his own histories.’ 
‘I’ll have him promoted, then he may work his way up, if he can. That way you may keep your status and what wealth you had, and perhaps gain some.’ 
‘Thank you, my lady,’ Tzenna replied slowly. 
‘This does not please you? Élan would be your own age, perhaps a better match for you anyhow. She sighed suddenly. ‘What am I saying? You and Willem loved each other, didn’t you?’ 
Tzenna dropped her head, letting a tear run down her cheek as she nodded. ‘Yes, but I am grateful, after his passing, to have a prospect to my life.’ 
‘It is of course up to you. But it would make things easier for you if you think you could bear it. Élan is a good choice. His father was highly thought of.’ 
In truth, Tzenna didn’t care in the slightest. As long as she could stay at court, it would be all right. If she had to marry damn Élan, then she would do it. Better than some man she had never met. 
The queen was looking at her, so Tzenna smiled. Not a real smile, but something that reached back to that faraway place in her heart where she could feel. 
Elixia finally knew what to do. At last she had figured out how to find her brother. She’d been thinking about it the whole time she’d been at the funeral, and now, finally back in her bedchamber, she dismissed the El~araih and locked the door. She stood, hesitating. She had a lot to lose now. A very great deal to leave behind. But, even though her daughter didn’t have the love of her father, she had more wealth and privilege than any other child in the world. Not a fair trade, really, but at least if Elixia didn’t come back, Ruby would survive. Telling herself this was the only way she could possibly do what she was about to. 
Knowing that every moment would bring Fern closer to eternal doom, she took a long-bladed dagger from her dresser drawer. Then, with a piece of coal from the fire, she made a circle on the floor around her. Elixia closed the window shutters, doused the fire and all of the lanterns, plunging her chamber into darkness. 
It was freezing, but this was how it needed to be. 
Finally, without hesitation, Elixia del Sitadel, last necromancer of a dying race, screamed an incantation. ‘I call upon you, Odin, god of war! My blood is on your hands! My death is yours!’ 
And with that she stabbed the knife into her chest, deep into her heart. 



Chapter 7
One of Satine’s many secretaries was waiting at her door, and resumed writing a constant flow of notes as they walked down the corridor. 
‘Inform the king’s men that I will not take one of them for a husband, and that they should not assume so much,’ Satine barked. 
The secretary blushed and tried to hide his smile. Men from both the other treaty countries often sought her hand in marriage, knowing it would bring them power and status. Satine, however, was not interested in giving away her kingdom to a patronising nobleman. 
‘Send a messenger to Altor and ask him to meet me for a meal in my chambers. I need to speak with him.’ 
‘Right away, your majesty.’ 
The young man turned and motioned quickly for one of his own servants to run the message. 
At that moment Harry rounded the corner, and slowed to a swift walk as he saw her. ‘Satine! I came to say goodbye. We’re headed to Amalia at midday today.’ 
‘So soon?’ Satine sighed. ‘I was hoping to spend some time with the three of you—it’s not often more Strangers walk through our doors.’ 
‘We could stay a little longer if you’d like...?’ 
‘No, of course not. I’m just being selfish. It was nice to have the company, and you will be sorely missed around here, Harry.’ 
Harry smiled. ‘I’ll only be gone a few weeks at most. My place is here, you know that.’ 
Satine looked at him for a long moment and allowed herself the rare treat of wondering what it would be like if she accepted his advances. What would he say to her, if finally he mustered the courage to admit his feelings? What would he do? How would it feel to be in his arms? 
She didn’t want Harry in such a way, but she liked to think that she could be allowed luxuries like a new romance. 
It was in that moment—looking at the boy who had grown into one of the finest people she knew, partly because of his love for her—that Satine felt one of the most acute pains she had ever felt. These pains came when she least expected them. Sharp and wounding, caused by the sudden realisation that she was alone. Leostrial’s absences struck when she was not ready. How much she missed him. How clear it was that her life was never going to be normal again. She was never going to be allowed a new romance. Not because she was queen, but because her heart already belonged to another, and he would always be there, like a knife slicing into her to remind her of what she had lost. 
And the agony in her traitorous heart was acute. 
Her only escape was a child who might not live long. And the blame for that lay in the same man she loved. She wished she could just hate Leostrial for all that he had done. But for some shameful reason, she could not. 
‘Accolon will be here soon,’ Harry said. ‘Luca said he has news of another raid in Cynis Witron.’ 
Accolon. Here in the same palace as Satine and Altor. The thought made her cringe. 
Satine gave Harry a quick hug to wish him well and then strode down the hall into her chambers, slamming the door behind her. On her dresser sat several items, one of which was a small hand mirror Accolon had given her on her thirteenth birthday. She looked into it carefully and could hardly recognise the woman she saw staring back. Even she could see the coldness of her beauty. Without another thought, she threw the mirror against the wall and watched in satisfaction as the glass shattered and fell to the floor. 
She didn’t want him here. She didn’t want him anywhere near her son, or her life. 
Perhaps the broken glass was an omen, perhaps not, but Satine decided she was not going to let Accolon affect her. She would see him and send him on his way again. He was just another nobleman for her to rise above. 
A servant hurried to clean up the glass and Satine left her room to take up her dictations. 
Accolon arrived with his entourage just before sunset two nights later, and was settled in the palace immediately. It had been over a year since they had last met, and Satine was not prepared for the change in him. He looked much older, and his eyes were cold and hollow. 
He hugged her inappropriately, as though his life would end if he let go. Satine endured the embrace with a clenched jaw and a mantra in her mind to remind herself how this man had hurt her. 
They were interrupted by a soft throat-clearing. Altor stood in the doorway, a strange, crooked smile on his face. Accolon stepped back quickly. 
‘Welcome to Burmia,’ Altor murmured, somehow managing to sound sarcastic. 
‘Thank you,’ Accolon replied formally. 
Some time later, after the three of them had been seated and served dinner, Satine cleared her throat. 
‘So, Accolon. What brings you here? You said you had something to discuss?’ 
He glanced at Altor, who was at the other end of the table looking utterly bored. 
‘My son is more than welcome to hear anything you have to say,’ she said firmly. 
‘I wanted to discuss with you the possibility of sending aid to Cynis Witron in the wake of the new attacks by the slave trade.’ 
‘All right,’ she replied slowly, wondering why this couldn’t have been done over the Strangers’ mind-links. ‘We’ll need to send an envoy to Cornelius. Clearly he needs some help.’ 
They both looked at Altor. The prince was the obvious choice. He didn’t bother returning their looks—instead, he abruptly rose from his seat and left the room. Satine ached for her son, wishing she could reach out to him, wondering what made him run at any talk of work. 
Accolon looked back at her questioningly. ‘Is he all right?’ He, like everyone, knew of Altor’s ailment. 
Satine shrugged, resolving not to betray her emotions. ‘He is as fine as can be expected.’ 
‘Will he be our messenger?’ 
‘If I ask him, he’ll go. He won’t like it.’ 
‘It’s not really his place to dislike anything his queen asks of him,’ Accolon said bluntly. Satine had an urge to hit him, to scream that he shouldn’t say a single negative word about her son. Instead she looked away, wondering if he’d be as cold if he knew that Altor was his child. 
‘Satine,’ Accolon started to say, his tone changing. ‘I’ve missed you.’ 
‘Don’t start,’ she said quickly. ‘Don’t even think about starting that. If I find out that you’ve come here to try and woo me again—’ 
‘All right, all right,’ he said, holding up his hands. ‘Just business then.’ But something dark shadowed across his face and Satine couldn’t tell what it was. 



Chapter 8
Elixia felt her soul drift up and out of her body as it travelled to the underworld, where Adar lay in waiting. It took mere instants, but to Elixia, it felt like the longest journey of her life. 
Then she arrived, one soul among a sea of souls flooding through the gates. She was like any other, and yet she was not. She stopped. 
There was a gatekeeper, and Elixia knew her to be Persephone, the lover of Adar—once human but now immortal. 
‘Why do you stop?’ Persephone asked, and Elixia was shocked at the sorrow in her voice. She tried to remember what she could about the goddess. Adar had kidnapped the woman in an attempt to punish her father for some insult, but had fallen in love with her, condemning her to a life in the underworld with him. 
‘I will not enter,’ Elixia said and Persephone’s eyebrows rose. 
‘Everyone enters.’ 
‘Not I.’ 
‘You must. There is nowhere else to go.’ 
‘I won’t,’ Elixia said, folding her arms. ‘I can’t.’ 
Persephone stared at her. ‘You must go in,’ she said simply. ‘It is just a truth. There is nowhere else.’ She sounded sad, and Elixia thought again about how she’d once been human. 
‘Call Adar,’ Elixia ordered. 
‘No need,’ said a dark voice, and Elixia shivered when she heard it. 
‘I am not entering the underworld,’ she said as she turned to face Adar. 
‘No one defies me. No one defies  death. Everyone passes,’ he said, absolute authority in his tone. He had crossed to stand with Persephone, close but not touching. He was dressed in a cloak of human skin. Elixia felt fear engulf her. She didn’t know how to stand here and defy a god, especially one such as he. 
‘She will not enter,’ said another voice, and now there were three gods standing at the gates of death. Odin, his body alight with fire, turned his head towards Elixia. As he did she had to refrain from gasping. Instead of eyes there were only empty sockets, leaking with black fluid. 
He smiled as he felt her gaze on him. ‘See what your brother did to me, my dear?’ 
Elixia could not seem to make her mouth work. 
‘Do you see?’ he asked, his voice even lower, sending a shiver over her skin. 
‘Yes, of course I see,’ she whispered. ‘And so you sent him to an eternity of chaos. Is it worthy, Odin? To do such a thing in vanity to the only man who ever came close to besting you?’ 
Odin smiled again, and Elixia realised that nothing she could say could perturb him. Odin turned to Adar and they glared at each other for a long moment. 
‘I am here to take this child to her brother, for she has killed herself in my name. A nasty trick,’ Odin added 
‘She is the necromancer, then?’ Persephone said. 
Odin nodded. Elixia didn’t move as she waited for Adar’s response. 
‘It is not my problem, Odin. You know that. She has to go through. Ancient rules are not to be broken.’ 
‘There are always conditions, Adar,’ replied Odin. ‘Her blood is on my hands, as was her brother’s. We do not kill idly, Adar. You know that. But when we do, it is our right to decide what happens to the soul of that mortal. I kept her brother for my own purposes. Elixia will not pass either.’ 
There was a long silence as Adar thought about what had been said. He turned and started to pace. 
‘Adar,’ Persephone said quietly. ‘Let her go. The brother strayed from the gate. You need not fight it, only accept it.’ 
The god of the underworld and his forbidden mistress stared at each other, and Elixia thought then that she had never had anyone look at her the way they looked at each other now. 
Adar nodded and disappeared. Persephone turned back to them after a moment and smiled. 
Odin held out his fiery hand and Elixia, swallowing her fear, took it. Then they were travelling again. She couldn’t understand anything around her, only a growing feeling of calm. 
Finally they came to a marble hall. It was huge—bigger than any one room she had ever seen. The roof soared high above her head, held up by massive marble pillars. So vast was the hall, she could not even see the other side. But her wonder was fleeting, for standing in the middle of it, alone and waiting, was her brother, Prince Fern of Cynis Witron and the Elvish people. 
‘Fern!’ Elixia ran to him and threw her arms around him. He didn’t return the embrace. He didn’t even acknowledge her. Instead he stared at the god who stood behind them. Elixia pulled away and looked up at Fern. And she recoiled in horror. 
His eyes were balls of fire. The pupils were crackling flames, and as they turned on her Elixia felt her own eyes well with tears. His eyes had been so beautiful. Pale, grey, stormy. And they had been substituted with these horrible, frightening things, filled only with anger and hatred. 
‘Odin! Why did you bring her here?’ he yelled angrily, and gone was all the humour and laughter that made him who he was. 
‘She came herself, Fern. I assume she wants to take you back.’ 
Fern frowned. ‘How are you going to do that?’ he asked slowly, and he seemed so strange. As if he were only partly there. 
‘It’s all right, I know what to do. Just come with me now,’ she said, and he looked at her carefully for what seemed like an age. 
‘I have been here in this hall for two years. I have been fighting  him for two years. All day, and all night. It can never be over—it is eternal, this fight. I don’t know if I can ... leave.’ 
Elixia put her hands on either side of her brother’s face, looking into his new, frightening eyes. ‘Darling, of course you can leave. You must.’ 
‘My place is here now.’ There was no expression on Fern’s face. His hand gripped his sword tightly. 
So she said, because she knew it was the only thing that would reach him, ‘She is waiting.’ 
And finally he seemed to come to himself. He looked at her, and his face changed. ‘Yes, of course,’ he whispered and hugged her tightly. 
‘You forget,’ Odin said bluntly, walking closer to them, his steps echoing around the huge hall. ‘I killed Fern. He is mine. I enjoy battling him. It sates the great need of my soul.’ 
‘Fern has a greater purpose in life than fighting you,’ Elixia snapped. 
‘Oh does he? How can you know such a thing?’ 
‘I know because it is plain to see, Odin. He is needed. It doesn’t matter if you can’t understand it because I am here to take him with me. I am a necromancer, and it is within my power to do so.’ 
Odin was silent. Eventually he sighed. ‘Perhaps this means I will get to meet you once more in real combat, where there can be an outcome.’ His body returned to its normal form, the fire doused. 
‘I hope that too, Odin,’ Fern replied, and turned back to Elixia. ‘Can we go now?’ It was strangely childlike, and Elixia felt a sudden surge of overwhelming love for her brother. 
‘Thank you,’ she said to the god, fighting back tears. 
Odin nodded and disappeared in a flourish of flame. 
‘Take my hand, brother,’ Elixia said quietly, and Fern did so. She looked at him closely. ‘Now, whatever you see, whatever I do, you have to promise me something. Do not— do not—make a sound. Whatever life you are being granted relies on it.’ 
Fern looked startled but nodded. 
Then, using the powers she had been given by her dead mother, Elixia attempted to lead Fern out of limbo. 
They neared the boundary that could cross them into life, and Elixia tightened her hand on her brother’s. They began to float through darkness, making their way through an endless maze of thoughts and feelings. 
Finally they came to the final obstacle, the one that would see them either living or dying. 
And Elixia was not at all surprised by what she saw. There, standing a short way away, shrouded in a mist of darkness but just as lovely as Elixia had ever seen her, stood Jane, the single pearl around her neck illuminating her for them to see. 



Chapter 9
‘Watch me teach Harry a lesson,’ Jack whispered into Mia’s ear. 
She looked over to see Harry standing near the bow of the ship, talking to the captain. 
‘A lesson in what?’ 
‘Just a lesson from me, the king of practical jokes.’ 
Mia looked sideways at her boyfriend, unable to quell her irritation. ‘What are you going to do to him?’ 
‘Tie this rope around his leg so he falls over when he tries to walk.’ 
‘Oh, really clever, Einstein,’ Mia snapped. ‘Why don’t you stop being so childish and do something helpful? Do you really think Harry is still as immature as you are?’ 
Jack stared at her. ‘What’s got your knickers in a knot?’ 
Mia didn’t bother replying. She shook her head and went back to watching the waves. 
‘It’s not as though there’s anything else to do,’ Jack persisted. ‘I’m bored out of my brain on this bloody boat.’ 
‘Then read a book!’ she spat. 
‘You usually like my pranks.’ 
It was true. She usually did. But they were hardly appropriate here. Jack was behaving as he did at home, and it was embarrassing. Mia shook her head and went to stand next to Harry as the captain walked away. 
‘How’s it going?’ Harry asked, casting a look behind them to where Jack was staring after her. 
‘Good,’ she replied unconvincingly. 
‘How’s your head this morning?’ 
‘Not good,’ Mia sighed. Harry was silent. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Say it. Go on.’ 
‘Say what?’ 
‘Say what you’re thinking.’ 
‘I wasn’t thinking anything.’ 
Mia rolled her eyes. ‘You think I’m a cow, don’t you?’ 
‘Of course not,’ Harry said gently, resting a hand on her shoulder. ‘I’ve done heaps of stupid things since I’ve been here. It’s all just way too much to cope with in the beginning.’ 
Mia looked at the ground. ‘I bet none of the others did anything as stupid as what I did last night.’ 
‘What did you do last night?’ 
‘I ... I let Altor kiss me.’ 
Harry paused. ‘Well it could have been worse.’ 
‘No it couldn’t! Kissing someone is a big deal! You don’t just go around kissing random boys who aren’t your boyfriend! It’s cheating!’ 
Harry frowned. ‘Okay. Well, no. None of us did anything like that. But none of us had a girlfriend or boyfriend when we got here. Being here makes things seem different. Like your feelings are amped up.’ 
Mia stared out at the sea as it rushed past them. The ship was fast. They could already make out land in the distance, and they had only been travelling a day and night. ‘What am I going to do? Do I tell Jack?’ 
Harry shrugged. ‘That’s your decision.’ 
‘Oh, Harry. Only a guy would cop out of giving advice like that. I need Anna or Jane,’ she mumbled. She brushed her red hair out of her face and gave him a smile. 
Just then a high-pitched screech echoed from the air above them. Before Mia had a chance to look, Harry had thrown himself on top of her, pulling her to the deck with a thud. 
‘Harry, what the—?’ she started to say, but then she saw it. 
There in the sky, pulling out of a dive, was a giant, black monster. Its wings were at least four metres in width, and leathery like a bat’s. But instead of a bat’s body, there was—Mia did a double take before she actually believed what she was seeing—a  woman. Her body disappeared at the hips to make way for long, sharp talons, but from the waist up, it was definitely a female human. Her skin was a pale and deathly grey, like it had been rotting for many years. There were bleeding sores all over it, and one of the naked breasts had a gaping wound. Her lips were red with blood, and her long hair was matted and greasy. 
Mia recoiled in horror. It didn’t look like the Valkyries, but surely there couldn’t be more than one flying monster in the world? The creature was disgusting! And it was moving in for another dive. 
Harry was so swift Mia didn’t even notice that he’d drawn his bow and arrow. She almost yelled at him to get out of the way, but as she watched him notch an arrow and aim, breathing calmly and steadily, she realised that he was in control. 
Sure enough, the arrow flew true, sinking into the woman’s chest. She screamed, and a sound torn from the very depths of nightmares raked against their ears. 
Mia scrambled to her feet and managed to get behind the mast pole. She looked to Jack, standing in the open, staring in shock at the creature. Harry was already aiming another arrow, as the first one seemed to have done nothing but enrage the creature. 
She flew in circles, wild and unpredictable, careening all over the sky. Harry shot his second arrow and watched it bury into her shoulder, sending her flying back through the air. 
Mia’s heart was racing. Yet Harry was calmly standing, shooting arrow after arrow and hitting his target every time. 
She thought again of the dreaded Valkyries—maybe this is what they looked like in the light, but then again, weren’t they only supposed to come out at night? Suddenly it came to her—the name of this creature. It must be a harpy. She’d read about them once in a mythology book from the school library. 
The harpy had four arrows protruding from different parts of her torso, and Mia held her breath waiting for it to end, when all of a sudden from out of the sky flew something else entirely. 
What she had failed to notice in the chaos of the first attack, was that the sun had begun to set. And now, creatures made of shadow, creatures infinitely more frightening than the harpy, descended out of the sky. The air seemed to change, prickling like static electricity. There was terror around her now. 
Mia screamed and dived out of the way as a Valkyrie flew past her, its talons narrowly missing her ear. 
‘Get below deck!’ Harry roared, a new kind of fear in his voice. ‘Mia! Get below deck!’ 
Mia sucked in a panicked breath and struggled to her feet. The creatures slithered through the waning light, wraithlike, deadly, and she could barely make them out they seemed so ephemeral. 
The harpy had been sickening, but there was a kind of bone-deep terror on the boat now. An innate dread that seemed to hang in the air around these creatures, descending to suffocate everyone in fear. 
By now the sailors were all on deck, firing frantically into the fray of wings. Mia looked at Harry and saw that he was running headlong down the deck. She tried to see where he was headed and with horror realised that one of the monsters was diving straight for Jack. He hadn’t seen it and didn’t try to move. 
‘Jack!’ Mia screamed, and his eyes snapped to where she hid. He was too slow. Harry threw himself into a mighty leap, crashing into Jack and taking him down to the ground. The Valkyrie pulled itself out of its dive, but its long talons sliced through the air and into Jack’s shoulder, taking a chunk of flesh with them. 
Jack screamed and clutched at the wound. Harry stood over him, guarding him with his body as he shot the creature straight through the head, killing it instantly. Mia watched as its body vanished into the air, leaving no corpse. 
On the other side of the ship the sailors had managed to shoot the remaining Valkyries, which disappeared into the sky. Mia was amazed that no one had been killed. 
She tried to stand, but found that her legs would not quite hold her. ‘Harry!’ she cried, her voice raspy. 
Harry looked up. ‘You okay?’ he called quickly. ‘Did any of them touch you?’ 
‘No, I’m fine. Is Jack?’ 
Harry didn’t reply, but the fleeting look on his face gave Mia a sudden chill. Truly panicked now, she rushed over to where Jack was sprawled. 
His skin was chalk white, his eyes wide. Mia looked at the wound and breathed out in relief. It wasn’t very deep. ‘Just a flesh wound,’ she said lightly. 
‘Just a flesh wound? It still bloody well hurts!’ Jack roared. 
Harry was staring at the gash on his friend’s shoulder unblinkingly. 
‘I can’t believe we’ve been attacked twice!’ Jack exclaimed. 
‘Hell,’ Mia breathed. ‘Does it always happen this often?’ 
Harry nodded. ‘Especially out in the open. We’re so exposed out here.’ Harry clenched his fists. ‘They would have been drawn here by your sudden fear of the harpy.’ 
Mia was awash with shame at how cowardly she’d been. 
‘I’m so sorry,’ Harry said. ‘It’s my fault. I should have gotten you under the deck earlier.’ 
‘Harry, it’s not your fault,’ Mia said. ‘Jack’s fine. That’ll heal in no time!’ 
‘Evil bastards!’ Jack hissed angrily. ‘This hurts!’ 
Harry just stared and suddenly Mia felt frightened again. ‘Harry,’ she whispered. ‘What’s wrong?’ 
His eyes were haunted. ‘I didn’t tell you something because I didn’t want to frighten you,’ he murmured. Harry turned to Jack, meeting his eyes. ‘If a Valkyrie opens your skin, if its talons break your flesh, no matter how lightly, there is no protection of your dreams. Ever again. Not even Elvish magic can help you now.’ 
Anna still felt weak and tired, but not even Luca could keep her in bed for this. 
She had donned one of her looser dresses, and had come down to the dock with Luca to wait for their arrival. Elixia couldn’t be found—the El~araih guarding her chamber door had said that the queen could not be disturbed under any circumstances. 
‘It’s cold,’ Luca said, motioning for one of the servants to pass Anna another cloak. 
She pulled it tightly around her to shield against the wind. It was a grey, stormy day, not unlike the day she had awoken to find herself here in Paragor. If Jack and Mia were not quick, they would be caught in the rain. 
They would be emerging from the east, around the cove and into the bay. Anna trained her eyes to that spot on the horizon. She didn’t want to look at where Luca was standing a small distance away, dressed only in a shirt and vest, bearing the cold as though he enjoyed the pain, staring out at the sea with an expression darker than the sky. What was wrong with him? Wasn’t he happy they were here? Two nights ago, when she’d tried to talk to him about their friends arrival, he’d merely nodded absently. It was like he was just ... missing. 
‘They’re late,’ Luca growled. Anna shot him a dark look that he didn’t see. 
Finally the ship emerged. She could make them out, standing on the deck. Anna jumped up and waved as furiously as she could. Three small figures waved back, growing larger as the ship approached. 
Then it was docked and they were racing down the plank onto the wharf to embrace Anna and Luca as fiercely as they could. Anna laughed with delight to see them exactly the way she remembered them. Secretly, she was relieved—she would hate to have missed two whole years of their lives. 
Anna clung to Mia and Jack, wiping the tears from her eyes and giving them both a watery smile. ‘I can’t even say how happy I am to see the two of you!’ 
Mia laughed, reaching over to push Anna’s hair behind her ear. 
‘We’re here now,’ Jack assured her, ‘You can relax and let us save the world instead. I knew you couldn’t do it without us.’ 
They all laughed, breathless with excitement, and then the five of them piled into a large litter, talking non-stop the whole way back to the palace. 
‘Wouldn’t you know it, they’ve been attacked twice already,’ Harry said with a sigh. 
‘Oh no,’ Anna gasped. ‘You poor things! Trust them to pick on your ship! Did any of you get hurt?’ She tried to look for any evidence that their skin had been touched. 
‘Not at all,’ Jack said quickly, cutting the others off. ‘It would take more than that to get us, An,’ he said, grinning as he put his arm around her. 
She glanced at Luca and noticed that he seemed to be acting normally. His smile was genuine, his happiness at their arrival real. This fact relieved Anna no end. She’d had a horrible feeling that he wouldn’t care, and she didn’t know what she would have done then. He was sitting next to Mia, holding her hand, smiling as Jack related Harry’s bravery in rescuing them from the attack on the ship. Anna didn’t doubt it at all—Harry had really found his place as an archer. 
That night they ate and laughed and reminisced. It was one of the best nights of Anna’s life. There was just one hole, an absence none of them could stop thinking about. How perfect it would have been if they could just call Jane out of the sky and have her here with them. 



Chapter 10
‘Well, this is Torr. This is my home.’ 
Bayard peered down at the town below him in the valley. The town was small, but quite lovely. After a whole night of riding in fear, the sun was finally rising and the warmth of it was comforting. Ria’s vineyard was so large he could see it from where he stood. Ice Wine. Here he was, with the mistress of the only Ice Wine vineyard in the whole of Paragor. 
‘Your town is...’ he began. 
‘Small?’ 
‘Charming,’ he said firmly. ‘Let’s go—you can show me your house.’ They cantered their horses into the town, ignoring the curious eyes that followed them through the village. Like the rest of Torr, Ria’s house was small but lavish. 
‘There are 162 rows of grapes, each 60 metres long. I have thirty workers, and they split into teams of five. It’s quick and efficient, and should only take a month or so to harvest the grapes each year. Then a select team and I produce the wine, and we sell it throughout Paragor. The vineyard’s prosperity waned a little with my father’s age, but now it’s bringing in a substantial amount of coin again.’ Her voice was stiff and formal as she spoke, as if he were just another merchant in need of a tour. 
‘It must have been hard getting it into shape.’ 
She shrugged. ‘It was my only living.’ 
Bayard didn’t bother asking why she no longer sang for money. Ria was reticent at best, as he was coming to realise. 
She kept explaining things in a lifeless monotone, and Bayard tried to pay attention, but he found his mind wandering to problems in his platoon. His knights would worry if he didn’t return today, as would Vezzet. But for some strange reason, he didn’t like the thought of leaving so soon. Plus he was horrendously tired. 
Once at her house, Ria showed him to a bed and he sank into it gratefully, sleep overtaking him instantly. It was dark once more when he woke and emerged sleepily into the kitchen. Ria was sitting at a wide, wooden table, drinking something from a mug. As soon as Bayard sat, a servant handed him a similar mug and he drank it gratefully, realising that it was spiced Ice Wine. A moment later a bowl of warm vegetable stew was placed in front of him, and he set to it ravenously. 
‘How did you sleep?’ Ria asked. 
‘Well, thank you. Too well perhaps—what time is it?’ 
‘It’s nearly midnight.’ 
‘What? Gods, I slept like the dead!’ 
She nodded, reading the scroll in front of her distractedly. ‘You will have to stay another night—you can’t ride home now.’ 
‘I’m sorry for the imposition,’ he said quickly, but she waved it away. He found he couldn’t drag his eyes away from Ria. She wasn’t truly beautiful; it was her voice that held him. Every word was spoken with a deep, soft musicality that was bewitching. 
They stayed up talking that night, as neither of them were particularly tired after their long rest. He learnt as much about her life as he could coax out of her, and found himself sharing bits of his own past. By morning Bayard went back to his room to lie down, just to rest his eyes, with every intention of rising by midday to be on his way. Hours later, he found himself waking once more to sunset. Sheepishly he apologised, aware of how she seemed to be relaxing more with every moment she spent with him. 
The next morning, after having spent the night in talk once more, Ria said to him, ‘I have enjoyed your stay more than I expected.’ 
He couldn’t help but laugh. ‘That’s good, I suppose. I must confess, I knew I’d enjoy your company from the moment I met you.’ 
Her eyes narrowed. ‘Is that what this was about—?’ 
‘Of course not. I remain here only because of my ridiculous sleeping habits. I promise.’ 
She relaxed again. ‘All right. Well I’m tired, so I’m going to get a few hours sleep and then head back to the vineyard. Excuse me.’ 
Bayard watched her move towards her room, a sudden panic clutching him. Something propelled him out of his chair to take her hand and pull her towards him. She stiffened a moment as he kissed her roughly. As if dazed, Bayard stood back, dropping her hand. 
‘Forgive me,’ he muttered, his voice raw. ‘I don’t know what came over me.’ 
She was staring at him. Slowly her fingers moved up to brush her lips where his had touched them. 
Shaking his head, appalled at himself, Bayard said, ‘Thank you for your hospitality. I will be gone by the time you wake up. I’m truly sorry, my lady.’ He turned to leave but paused as her voice reached him. 
‘Wait.’ 
Slowly he turned around to look at her again. 
‘I ... I would prefer it if you were not gone by the time I wake. I ... I will forgive you, perhaps, if you try it again—properly this time.’ 
Bayard stared at her, surprised into silence. Then, as if moving outside his own will, the captain stepped forwards and kissed her again, softly this time. 
‘There’s something bothering you,’ her son told her. 
Satine looked away from him. ‘I’m fine.’ 
Altor shrugged and lost interest. ‘I’m going out then, if you won’t tell me.’ 
She watched him stand from the breakfast table. ‘Wait, Altor. Where are you going?’ 
He shrugged. ‘Anywhere but here.’ 
Satine struggled not to show her hurt. ‘Why?’ 
‘This palace is like a prison.’ 
‘You used to love it here,’ she said sadly. 
He shrugged again. ‘What’s made you so sentimental today?’ 
Accolon was here, that was what. 
‘Your grandmother wants to have you confined to the palace,’ she said. 
‘Oh really? Can’t get enough of my roguish charm?’ 
‘She thinks you’re getting up to too much mischief.’ 
‘Hmm—Liessen actually has an opinion on something. I’m shocked.’ 
Satine didn’t say anything. 
‘Oh go on then—lock me up,’ he sighed and held out his hands for tying. 
‘No really, Altor,’ she went on, ignoring him, ‘She’s right. It really is a bad example for the people.’ 
That seemed to be the wrong thing to say. ‘A bad example for the people,’ he murmured, his eyes closed. ‘How dreadful.’ 
‘Not just that,’ she said quickly. ‘I worry about you. You seem so unhappy.’ 
‘If you truly are at all concerned with my happiness, then I wouldn’t advise locking me in the palace,’ he said harshly. 
Satine shook her head. ‘I’m not going to do that. It’s clear I have no sway over your decisions anymore so I hardly think it would work.’ 
Suddenly his wall was up. When he spoke next, it was with the mockery he had perfected. ‘Fine, mother. You want me to settle down? Find a wife, have a child and all that?’ 
‘No! You’re only a child yourself!’ 
‘No, mother,’ he said slowly, a strange grimace on his lips. ‘I’m not. Can’t you see?’ 
She stared at him, wishing she could take him in her arms like she used to. It wasn’t fair. He should be a child—not this man who was constantly distancing himself from her! 
‘You can be, if you want to,’ she told him. ‘You can be whatever you want. You don’t have to let this ruin everything.’ 
‘Let this ruin everything?’ he repeated. ‘I think it’s funny you speak of choice and power, when such things do not exist for me.’ 
Satine didn’t know what to say. ‘I’m trying to find a way to stop it, you know that.’ 
He held up his hands. ‘I wouldn’t bother, mother. There are better ways for a queen to be spending her time than on an impossible mission.’ He shrugged, throwing her a flippant smile. ‘It’s probably for the best; this way I need not find a wife, nor have children. I think I would only break such things anyway.’ 
Then, winking at his mother, Altor donned his black cloak and walked through the palace to the outside gates, unaware of how his mother’s heart was breaking. As Altor wound his way through the streets of Burmia, he considered the conversation as emotionlessly as he could. What he’d said was true. It was a good thing that he couldn’t be expected to marry. He could think of nothing he would hate more. And children ... the prospect sent shivers down his spine. Any child of his would no doubt grow up to be emotionally crippled with him as a father. 
This whole situation with Accolon was going to cause a problem for him. Satine would overreact, just as she always did, and Altor would no doubt be sent off on some ridiculous envoy mission to appease the doddering old king in Sitadel. What good he could actually do was nil, but the rules of the treaty required aid to be given, and as the only prince, it was up to Altor. 
He clenched his teeth against a wave of seething rage. He didn’t want a part in any of it. He just wanted to be left alone. The fury was suddenly too much, and he slammed his fist into a wall, revelling in the pain. It overtook all other thoughts and set him free. 
He looked at his bleeding knuckles and then thrust his hand into his pocket. 
Altor pushed the anger down to where it simmered, pulling his mask back into place. 
Maybe travel would break the monotony of his life here. Maybe it would present new challenges, new conquests. Certainly the women in Sitadel were said to be some of the world’s finest. Fine then. Whatever. He would do as he was told. None of it mattered to him in the end. 
‘Don’t say a word, Fern!’ Elixia hissed urgently. Fern had frozen to the spot as Jane came into view. His breathing was ragged. ‘She isn’t real. Only another trick of Adar’s. He uses your greatest desire as a temptation for you— a trick to make you turn around. Just get past her Fern, and you will live again.’ 
‘Fern?’ Jane called, and her voice was the lovely melodious thing Elixia remembered. ‘Why are you going this way? Are you trying to leave me?’ 
Fern shook his head desperately. 
‘Then turn around, my love. I am waiting in the underworld and I need you to rescue me,’ she whispered. Elixia felt dread descend upon her. She looked at the form of Jane—tall and slim, her long hair floating regally around her, and her brown eyes sparkling brilliantly in the darkness. Elixia knew that Adar had most probably enhanced Jane’s beauty—no matter how wonderous she appeared here she was just a human girl—but still, Elixia was entranced by the form of the dead girl, alive for a few moments in Fern’s desire. 
‘Brother, listen to me!’ she urged. ‘She isn’t real. Only Adar in disguise. He wants your soul, and will use any foul trick to get it. You only have to ignore her and we will make it home.’ 
‘Don’t ignore me, Fern,’ Jane pleaded and came closer to him. He looked as though he might cry, torn with indecision. ‘I’m real— this is me. You know it is. I’ve been waiting for you for so long. Don’t you love me?’ 
Fern gritted his teeth. 
Jane came closer, so close that they could touch her if they tried. ‘We don’t need her, Fern. She is only an obstacle. Our love can be whole, if only you will leave her,’ Jane whispered. ‘Forget her.’ 
Fern stared for a moment, and then his face cleared and he walked forward, through Jane and into life. The mingled shrieks of fury from Jane and Adar followed them into the room. 
Elixia felt her soul drift gently back into her body, and a moment later she sat up, the coldness of the room startling against her skin. In the darkness she blinked, looking around for her brother. Elixia let out a ragged sigh. Then she noticed his eyes and almost cried in relief. They were wondrously cleared of their fire, and were again beautiful, grey and deep. 
‘Thank you,’ he said as she embraced him. He looked exhausted and harrowed. 
‘How did you walk away from Jane?’ Elixia asked carefully. 
Fern smiled. ‘When she told me to forget you, I knew it couldn’t be her, for the real Jane would never ask me to do such a thing. She knows how much I love you,’ he replied. ‘So where is she?’ 
Elixia sighed and knew that he would probably never forgive her for this. ‘Fern ... Jane is ... she’s...’ 
‘What is it, Elixia?’ he asked sharply. 
‘She isn’t here. She’s dead. She died just after you.’ 
Fern took a step back away from her. He shook his head. ‘No. You told me she was waiting for me. That’s why I came.’ 
‘I know,’ Elixia whispered, ‘Please, Fern, understand. It was the only way you would come back.’ 
He took a deep breath. ‘All right, so bring her back. You’re a necromancer.’ 
‘I can’t, Fern. It has been too long. I can’t bring a soul back from the dead unless they’ve only just crossed there. It was different with you because Odin had you someplace else, but Jane ... is lost to us.’ 
‘Why didn’t you bring her back when she first died then?’ Fern yelled, his voice in the silent room startling. 
‘I didn’t know she was dead!’ Elixia said desperately. ‘No one knew. She just sort of ... left. It was confusing. It was such a mess after the battle—I was trying to heal some of the wounded...’ The end of the battle had been so hazy. She wasn’t sure anyone knew how Jane had died. 
It was devastating, the kind of grief that came over Fern then. He wept, more than she’d ever seen him weep, wracking sobs that escaped him. Elixia looked on, helpless. 				
After a while she realised that he needed to be able to feel his sorrow, without interruption. So she left, her own tears welling in her eyes at the sight of her brother sagging against the wall, his body heaving with the weight of his loss. 
Deep inside the sparkling city of ice that belonged to the Elves, their queen and her two princes looked at each other in the same instant and each let out a long sigh of joy. Their youngest and most beloved prince had awoken from his slumber in the space between life and death, and they could finally rejoice his homecoming. 



Chapter 11
Mia sat on the balcony of Anna’s room. She looked out over the gardens of the palace, and further into the distance she could see the ocean. She was amazed by the beauty surrounding her. Amalia was a huge, brightly-coloured city, its buildings painted in rich blues and reds and yellows. The gardens were full of flowers, dazzling to look upon. It was still as stormy as when they’d arrived yesterday, the clouds fat and full. 
Anna wrapped her arms around her body and Mia, seeing this, went inside to fetch a shawl for her friend. 
Mia was appalled at how thin and sick Anna looked. Anna had explained that she was recovering from a flu, and conceded that she hadn’t been eating as much as she should, but Mia still found it worrying. 
‘I’m going to fatten you up again,’ she told her. ‘There’s enough meat in this place to feed an army, so we shouldn’t have too much of a problem.’ 
Anna just laughed. 
‘So how did you know?’ Mia asked, returning to their earlier conversation. ‘I mean, how did you know it was your destiny?’ That word seemed corny to her, but it had been the only way Anna could explain. 
‘I saw him and I just knew. I know it sounds weird, but it’s the truth. Plus there was the basin.’ 
‘What basin?’ 
‘It’s called the basin of destiny,’ Anna said, a smile on her lips. ‘You look into it and it shows you the answer to the most important question of your life.’ 
Mia’s eyebrows arched. ‘More magic?’ 
Anna shrugged. ‘I guess. I don’t know what to call it.’ 
‘So what if you don’t know the question?’ 
Anna gazed at her and Mia was struck by how grown up she seemed. Not just physically, but emotionally too. It was in her eyes, in the way she was appraising Mia. 
‘Nobody ever does,’ Anna replied gently. ‘You only know the question when the answer becomes real. When I saw Locktar, I was so terrified I thought it meant he was going to be the means to my death. I didn’t sleep for weeks!’ 
Mia smiled. ‘But now you know.’ 
‘Yes. It’s not always as simple as that though. Destinies change or transform or disappear. When Luca first looked into it he saw Ria. Did Harry tell you...?’ 
‘Yeah, he told me about what happened with her. So if she’s his destiny, why haven’t they spoken for years?’ 
Anna shook her head slowly. ‘When he looks into the basin now, he doesn’t see her anymore.’ 
‘Why is that?’ 
‘My guess is that that part of his destiny has already been fulfilled. Perhaps Ria’s part in his life is over, but it caused something else to arise.’ 
‘So what does he see now?’ 
Anna looked down at her hands sadly. ‘He won’t tell me. He hardly tells me anything anymore.’ 
Mia spread her hands wide. ‘ What has happened to him?’ she whispered. 
It had been impossible not to stare at Luca at dinner last night. The problem was in relating this man to the boy Jack and Mia had known only a few days ago. Luca had always been the glue of their group, holding them together with his strength and kindness. He measured his words and offered them with a thoughtful smile, and he always,  always looked after the five of them like they meant the world to him. 
Girls had flocked to him, but he had gently turned them down—his heart already given away to his best friend, a girl who never returned such feelings. 
Where had that boy gone? Now all Mia saw was a ghost. The physical changes were obvious—his body was lean and chiselled with muscle. Where Harry had become large and bulky, Luca was slight and hard. The real difference, though, was in his face. His eyes. They were hollow, cruel, sharp. 
Anna sighed. ‘I don’t know. I’ve tried to work it out so many times. I think it was the battle, the loss of Jane ... When he killed ... he changed. He lost faith in the good things in life. He just kind of ... forgot who he was.’ 
‘We have to help him,’ Mia said firmly. 
Anna nodded, but she didn’t look convinced. ‘The only person I can think of who might help is gone.’ 
‘And you’re sure you don’t know where she is?’ 
Anna shrugged. ‘People say she’s dead. But I’m sure she’s not. She disappeared, but I don’t know why.’ 
There was a long silence, then finally Mia clapped her hands. ‘God, this is too depressing. Come on, tell me the goss. Do you have a boyfriend?’ 
Anna laughed. ‘I don’t have time for a boyfriend.’ 
‘That’s a cop out. Are you still as wimpy with guys as you used to be?’ 
‘Hey! I’ve had a few flings...’ 
Mia tilted her head. ‘I heard what happened with Vezzet,’ she said gently. 
Anna smiled faintly. ‘Yeah. But that was a long time ago.’ 
‘Still. I wish I’d been here.’ 
‘Me too.’ Anna took a shaky breath and changed the subject. ‘But hey, we can’t all be as lucky as you and Jack.’ 
Mia tried to smile, but found she was unable. ‘We aren’t so lucky.’ 
‘Wow! How did that happen?’ Anna asked quickly. ‘Last I knew you two were great together.’ 
Mia shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’ Suddenly she felt like crying. ‘It feels different here.’ 
‘How so?’ 
‘I’ve always loved him for who he is, you know? I loved him for his ridiculous jokes and sense of humour. I never wanted him to change. But now...’ 
Anna reached over and gently took her hand. ‘It’s normal for you to feel strange here. Give it some time. You’ll settle back into yourself.’ 
‘What if I don’t? What if I always want more?’ 
Anna smiled. ‘Then you’ll have to find something more. Either way, trust that it’ll be okay in time. You’ll figure out what to do.’ 
‘When did you become so wise?’ 
Anna laughed. ‘You’d have to hope I’d learn a thing or two in this crazy world.’ 
The two of them giggled, talking about inconsequential things, relieved just to have each other to talk to. 
‘I want to look into the basin,’ Mia said after a while. ‘That might help, don’t you think?’ 
Anna hesitated, then shrugged. ‘Maybe.’ 
She led her friend into the gardens and through the winding paths until they reached the tiny clearing hidden within the maze of plants and trees. 
Mia stared at the basin. It didn’t look particularly special. It was old and worn, but she could see that once there had been carvings all over it. 
‘So do I just look in?’ 
‘You have to touch the water first,’ Anna replied. ‘But Mia, think about this, because it will change your life, and it might not make anything easier.’ 
Mia shivered a little, but went forward and touched the water. It swirled and moved, and she gasped as she stared into the images. It was too chaotic to make out any one thing, but as she watched the swirling slowed and stilled, and Mia found herself gazing upon a single, clear image. 
It was a desert full of white sand, wide and endless. In the middle of that desert sat a city, shimmering in the heat. Gold roofs sat atop enormous white pillars, a rich palace that sparkled in the sunlight. Mia stared unblinkingly, unable to look away. A wave of nausea washed over her as she realised that what she was feeling as she stared at it was a deep sense of familiarity. 
Mia felt faint and pulled her eyes away. 
‘What is it?’ Anna whispered. But when Mia turned back for another look, the image was gone, replaced by the clear, empty water of the basin. 
‘Where did it go?’ 
‘You can’t look away or it breaks the vision,’ Anna said gently. ‘Are you okay?’ 
Mia opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Finally she uttered, ‘I don’t understand. I don’t—’ 
‘It’s okay. You don’t have to understand right away. It will become clear one day.’ 
‘I saw a city, An. A huge white and gold city in the middle of a desert. Does a place like that exist?’ 
Anna frowned, leading Mia to the bench seat nearby. ‘The only desert is in Tirana, and as far as I know, it is only inhabited by the nomadic Kabduh people. They travel around living in tents.’ 
‘So there’s no city anywhere there?’ 
‘I don’t think so.’ 
Mia stared at the ground, seeing only the city. ‘I have to find it,’ she said softly. ‘I have to find it, Anna.’ 
‘Okay,’ Anna said. ‘We’ll do some research.’ She paused. ‘It changes everything, doesn’t it?’ 
Mia knew exactly what she meant. She couldn’t explain it, but she was being pulled inexorably into the vision, and though she didn’t know why, she knew she was going to have to figure it out; it was intricately linked to the core of who she was. 
‘Everything,’ she said, nodding. 
That night as Jack lay in bed, he tossed and turned, his lips mouthing soundless words, soundless screams. His fists clenched and unclenched, and if there had been anyone looking at him, they would have seen the look of terror that passed over his face. And if anyone had been looking, they would also have seen the freshly sewn wound on his shoulder split open and begin to ooze with blood and secrets. 
Fern side-stepped the attack and brought his sword in a quick arc to land on his opponent’s back. A killing stroke, if Ambrosius had not been wearing metal armour, and Fern had not been holding a wooden sword. 
Somewhere in Fern’s mind he knew that the captain of Uns Lapodis was a good fighter. But Fern had fought with an immortal for too long, so it was difficult for him to remember that Ambrosius had capabilities beyond that of a child. 
Ambrosius stood panting. ‘I’m sorry, my lord. I am not a worthy opponent. Perhaps someone else—?’ 
‘There is no one else,’ Fern snapped. He wanted to fight out his fury and grief but there was no one at all who could possibly challenge him. 
Elixia entered and looked critically at the two men. ‘I hardly think you need to keep fighting, Fern. You’ve done enough training for several thousand lifetimes.’ 
‘Just keeping busy,’ he replied briskly. He’d forgiven her already—he loved her and in truth he didn’t have space in his heart for grudges. He was too brutally sore. It was beyond his capacity to understand how Jane could be dead. How he could be here without her. 
He looked at his sister. It was so strange that everyone around him had aged since he’d last seen them. Elixia didn’t look very different, but it was enough to notice. Her hair was longer, and her body had changed with motherhood. Over two years as High Queen had given her eyes a new look—wiser and calmer than Fern remembered. He hoped fervently that she hadn’t lost any of her wildness of spirit. 
‘Do you still ride, Lix?’ he asked suddenly. 
‘As much as I can. Why?’ 
Fern shrugged, walking over to strap his real sword around his waist and deposit the wooden one in the armoury. 
‘Don’t you want to come and meet the new Strangers? They’re dying to meet you,’ she said. 
Fern closed his eyes. No, he did not. He had no idea if he could possibly bear it. ‘All right,’ he murmured tiredly. ‘Lead the way.’ 
‘Anna’s been looking after Ruby this morning, so you’ll be able to meet your niece, too.’ 
Fern followed his sister back to her chambers where they found all five of the Strangers sitting on the floor playing with the baby. They looked up as he entered and quickly stood. Anna gasped, rushing to give him a kiss on the cheek. Harry and Luca were quick to shake his hand, both amazed to see him alive, despite Elixia’s warning. 
Fern endured their attentions as best he could, smiling and nodding along with whatever they were saying, but his eyes were drawn to the two youngest Strangers. The boy was small, and was looking at Fern with complete awe. His hand rested possessively on the girl next to him. Her hair was bright red and curly and fell into her eyes. As he looked at her, Fern felt a jolt in his chest. There was something about her wide-eyed innocence that made him think of Jane when he’d first found her on the cliff. They were so similar, these girls. He had a sudden urge to vomit. 
Quickly he moved to take hold of the baby in Anna’s arms, looking at her closely and finding that the beautiful girl made him feel a little better. She stared up at him with her mother’s bright green eyes and reached out to take hold of his nose with her tiny fingers. 
‘She likes you,’ Harry announced. ‘Every time I look at her she cries!’ 
‘That’s because you’re seriously ugly, man,’ the new Stranger said and received a thump to the arm for it. 
‘Fern?’ a timid voice said and he turned to see the red-haired girl. ‘I’m Mia,’ she told him, smiling shyly. ‘I’ve heard so much about you. I was wondering if, some time, do you think you could tell me a little about Jane, when she was here? I know you found her, and we just miss her so much, and...’ 
Fern closed his eyes, but could endure it no longer. Without a word he thrust the baby at the girl, spun on his heel and left the room. 
‘Fern!’ Elixia snapped, following him into the corridor. ‘That was rude!’ 
‘Forgive me,’ he muttered. ‘But I have to get out of here. Give them my apologies. I shall sail for Cynis Witron as soon as I can.’ 
‘You’re leaving  now?’ she called as he stalked away. 
He paused, turning back to his sister. There was a question, heavy on his heart. 
‘What I did...’ he murmured, ‘did it mean anything? Accomplish anything?’ Years of chaos and battle, and the loss of his soul mate—he had to know if it was worth it. 
Elixia stared at him, her eyes changing. In them was more love than he realised. 
‘Fern,’ she said softly. ‘You saved us.’ 
After a moment he nodded stiffly, then left. 
Her words didn’t seem to make him feel any better. 
It was not difficult to organise passage on a ship that afternoon. The trip was amazingly short—only a day and a night with Accolon’s new ships. He wished dearly that he had Nuitdor, but he had absolutely no idea what had happened to her over the years. She would not be dead—at least not from old age—she was from an extremely rare breed of Elvish horses that shared in the Elvish longevity. Fern had valued his horse over everything else he owned, and travelling was a chore instead of a pleasure without her. 
Still, he kicked his new mount hard, bending low over its neck as he crossed the plains. He knew the dangers of the dark, so he had to be quick to reach the Elvish city before nightfall. Plus, he found he could better drown out his thoughts with the heavy, rhythmic pounding of the horse’s hooves on the ground. 
Finally the ice city came into view, sparkling on the horizon, and he slowed, trying to prepare himself for what he knew would be waiting for him there. 
The gates opened, and there was his mother, waiting on the mighty steps of her palace, her arms opening in joy. He’d forgotten that they would know he was coming—the Elves always seemed to know where he was. 
Fern couldn’t help but remember the last time he’d been here. With Jane. 
And Athena. Gods, what was he to do about her? He’d not seen her since agreeing to marry her. 
He retreated to his room to dress for dinner with the queen and the other princes. His door opened before he had a chance to pull a new tunic on over his naked chest, and Athena entered, looking lovely in blue. 
Fern’s stomach clenched and he grabbed a shirt to cover himself quickly. 
She came forward to embrace him, her eyes full of tears. ‘I’ve missed you,’ she said. 
‘And I you,’ he replied flatly. 
‘I hope you will be able to tell me what happened.’ 
‘Maybe. In the future,’ he said quietly, unable to meet her eyes. 
‘Of course. Whatever you want. Tonight is about celebration.’ 
The words were hollow in his ears, but Fern nodded anyway. 
‘Shall we go?’ Apparently Athena was coming to dinner with them. As she was seated next to him at the ice table, it became clear that the engagement was still on. 
Both Eben and Silven embraced him, and Fern smiled at seeing how well they were. 
‘I need something from you all,’ Fern murmured once they were seated. ‘I don’t want to announce my return just yet. I would prefer to keep it quiet.’ 
‘Darling,’ said Liensenne, ‘the Elvish people already know. We have been celebrating every night since your rebirth.’ 
Fern sighed. ‘All right, then I would like it to stay just between our people. I’d prefer for father and the humans not to know just yet.’ 
His mother’s eyes glowed with triumph. 
‘Not because I’ve lost any of my loyalty to them,’ he said firmly. ‘But because it will need a proper announcement, and I’m not sure I am ready for it yet.’ 
They each agreed. And of course, the conversation he’d been dreading was not long in coming. 
‘Now that you are back, dear, you may marry,’ Liensenne said to her son as the five of them dined. 
Fern stared at her wearily, unable to summon the energy to argue. 
‘Athena has already waited three years. Do not keep her waiting any longer.’ 
Fern listened as his mother went on, aware of Athena’s embarrassed silence next to him. 
‘Besides, the marriage will strengthen the alliance between humans and Elves that you have sought all these years.’ 
Fern understood the threat in her voice. There would be no alliance if he did not marry. Well, why not? he thought, ignoring the numbness around his heart. If not Jane, then why not Athena? 
Best to feel nothing than all this pain, the colossal weight of it overwhelming him. 
 How could she have died and left him alone with all of this?
His mother wanted them to be married the next day. He had no time to think. It happened as if in a whirlwind. 
The ceremony was beautiful—perfectly Elvish—and Athena was happy. They were married at dusk on a high pillar that overlooked the city, which glistened in the fading sun, she wearing an earthly green and he in brown. The Elves rejoiced. 
Fern felt nothing. 
Two nights later he had the dream. 
A woman he could not properly see was walking towards him. She was crying—weeping with terrible sorrow. He asked her why. 
 You’ve done something you shouldn’t have, she whispered. 
Her tears became huge, so that each one fell and made a river below them. Soon the river became an ocean, and Fern was swimming in it. 
 Please stop crying, he told her.  You’re drowning me.
 I thought you wanted to die?, she said, her voice so achingly sweet that it hurt his ears. 
 I do, Fern admitted,  but I do not have the luxury. There’s too much I’m needed for.
Instantly the woman stopped crying and the ocean was gone. Now Fern stood on a dry plain, not another living thing in sight. For some reason the question was still in his heart, and he knew that the answer would save him from this desert. 
 Why were you crying? What have I done?
Finally she replied.  You disobeyed your heart, and a part of me died when you did so. You didn’t even wait a week. You married someone you do not love, when you could have had your heart’s truest desire.
 You must not know my truest desire, Fern replied,  because she is past my reach. She is dead.
 No, the woman said.  She is only waiting. For you, Fern. You are the only one who can call her back. You could have been together, but now because of your haste, you will both live in torment.
Suddenly Fern sank into a bed of sand that slowly pulled him down. 
Desperately he tried to ask more, but his mouth was already under the sand, and she did not hear him. 

Part 2
Anna
 Anna flattened herself against the underbrush. Peering through the shrubbery, she watched for any signs of movement. She held her knife by the tip, ready to throw, and waited, still as a rock.
 And then she saw him, high in a tree at the edge of the clearing. She saw only a glint of his sword through the leaves, but it was enough. She aimed and threw in one fluid motion, watching the knife as it soared through the air and sank into the branch next to his head.
 She stood and moved into the clearing. A moment later, Locke swung from the tree, landing gracefully on the ground, looking like a wild thing from the forest. Anna stared at him, feeling her pulse quicken.
 He stalked forward, his body ever on the alert.
 ‘Good,’ he said, his voice a low growl. ‘But you still need improvement. That was too slow.’
 Anna sighed and leapt into the tree, scrambling quickly upwards until she reached her knife. She retrieved it and sheathed it in her pouch. With a pointed, showy flip she landed smoothly on the ground next to him. He took no notice. He never did. Sometimes she struggled to reach him, to call him back to her. Sometimes it frightened her that she didn’t know who he was, that she had no idea where he came from. She had found him years ago alone in the woods. He was her secret, her one indulgence.
 ‘She wants to go away,’ Anna said softly, watching for any sign that he was listening. ‘She thinks there is a threat.’
 ‘You know how to deal with threats to her.’
 Anna shook her head. ‘No. This is different.’ She cracked her knuckles and began the stretches he had taught her. ‘She cannot name the threat. But she says it’s bigger than all of us, and far beyond what I can protect her from.’
 ‘She may think that,’ Locke said softly, ‘But she has yet to see all that you are capable of.’
 Anna smiled. He never complimented her. It didn’t seem to be a thing he understood the need for.
 ‘She wants to go away in search of a wise man she has heard of in Cynis Witron. She wants to go alone.’
 ‘So you follow her from a distance,’ he said flatly.
 ‘But—’
 ‘Anna,’ he said slowly, meeting her eyes with his own dark ones. Sometimes, in certain lights, his eyes seemed an impossible, deep burgundy. ‘You are the High Princess’s personal bodyguard. You are not her servant. You are not there to do as she says. You are there to protect her, no matter if she travels to the end of the world. It is your life. You know this.’
 Slowly Anna nodded. She knew it more acutely than she knew anything else. It was this purpose that shaped her life. She loved Amara with everything she possessed, and would rather die than let harm come to the princess. But—there were other things her heart yearned for. She wanted more. A path of her own, not shaped by another’s life. And passions of her own.
 ‘Do you ... do you see me as a bodyguard?’ she asked, her voice quivering. ‘I mean, only a bodyguard. Is that what I am to you? A student to train?’
 He looked at her, his expression unreadable. ‘What else?’
 Anna turned away from him abruptly. Her fists clenched and her eyes squeezed shut in shame. She was a fool. She knew her place. He taught her to be strong and powerful and fast. Her taught her the skills she needed. That was all.
 Without warning she drew her sword and spun to attack him. He was ready, as always, alert and frighteningly quick. He blocked her blows with his own sword, fighting back with the skill she did not understand. Sometimes he was so unreachable, so cold, he didn’t even seem human to her.
 He disarmed her quickly enough. ‘See?’ he said. ‘You grow slow. And you are emotional. Why?’
 Normally she would have lied. She would have taken control of her emotions like the professional she was. But today was different. She was thinking of the words of her princess, her desire to leave, and Locke’s decree that Anna would follow. She was thinking of how, very soon, she might have to say goodbye to him. If she ever wanted to shape an identity of her own, she had to start telling the truth.
 ‘Are you a human man, Locke?’ she asked softly, taking a step towards him.
 His frown deepened. ‘You know I am.’
 ‘Then why do you have no feelings, no desires? Why do you live out here on your own? Humans need contact with other humans.’
 She took another step towards him.
 ‘I don’t understand the necessity of these questions.’
 Anna felt something inside her shift. She’d come full circle—she had tried to be like him, but she could do it no longer.
 ‘It’s necessary for me to know who I am to you. I need to know how you feel about me.’
 He stood looking at her for a very long time. She waited, her heart in her mouth. Finally, slowly, he stepped forward and took her hands within his own. Her skin tingled. He’d never once touched her like this.
 ‘Anna,’ Locke said softly. ‘You are very young. You complicate things. In my heart there is only one thing. You. I thought that was clear, I thought you must know—it is why I have devoted my life to teaching you, when all I wanted before was solitude.’
 Her breathing quickened. She wanted to put her arms around him.
 But he said, ‘It is simple. I am yours, and I always will be. There doesn’t need to be anything else. Your emotions are awkward and confused. But one day you will realise that this is all we need. That everything is simple and perfect the way it is.’
 She looked at him, at the darkness in his eyes. It encircled her, and she realised something. This was all he needed. Just to be near her. He was who he was, and she couldn’t change that about him. She couldn’t change the core of him. His devotion should be enough.
 But it wasn’t. It wasn’t nearly enough.



Chapter 12
From high atop the roof of the palace, Luca watched the sun set, the brilliant wash of purple that came from the joining of the twin moons. 
He often needed solitude these days, but far more so when he was given a new assignment. 
Everyone knew about what Vezzet had done. Luca would have no trouble killing him. For every person who had been affected by the battle. For Anna, who’d had her innocence stolen by him. 
Luca was to enter the castle and kill Vezzet. It was as simple as that. And yet—it was frighteningly far from simple. The trip to Karangul from the docks in Cynis would take three days. He would have to travel on horseback through Torr.
‘You might not make it out alive,’ Accolon had said, a little naively in Luca’s opinion—what kind of assassin has a life expectancy past a job like this? And what, really, did Luca have to live for? Jane was gone. Ria was gone, perhaps not as far, but certainly out of his reach. He could not get back to Earth, and even if he could, he didn’t know how he could possibly return to his old life. He had become an  assassin. His heart was dark. 
‘Luca!’ he heard from somewhere below him. 
 I’m on the roof, he sent. Jack, Mia, Anna and Harry were standing on the balcony of the floor below him. 
‘What on earth are you doing up there? And  how did you get up there?’ Mia yelled. 
Luca rubbed his eyes tiredly and sighed. He made sure he had a good foothold, and then slid effortlessly to the edge of the roof. He could see them now, straining their necks to see where he was. 
‘How are you going to get down?’ Anna called. 
Luca flipped his legs over the edge and hung onto the roof with his hands. He heard Mia squeal, but paid no attention. Quickly he swung his legs sideways at a small tree protruding from the wall. Then he let go and propelled his body forward, reaching out to grasp a branch. He shimmied down the trunk to stand in front of his four annoyed friends. 
‘I hate it when you do things like that,’ Anna muttered. 
Jack nodded. ‘Yes, it makes me feel very inadequate.’ 
‘I have to go,’ Luca said. 
‘Go where?’ Harry asked. 
‘To Cynis Witron for a week or so.’ 
‘Why?’ Jack and Mia chorused. 
‘Accolon wants someone there for a progress meeting with Cornelius.’ 
‘Why do  you have to go?’ Jack persisted 
Luca shrugged. Jack and Mia were exactly what he used to be before this whole mess started. They’d yet to see anyone get hurt, had yet to experience death and killing and real, true fear. It wouldn’t be long before they understood. They couldn’t live in a world as harsh as this without changing. 
‘I work for him. He trusts me.’ 
‘Oh. Can we come?’ Jack asked. 
‘No. I’m going to pack. I’ll be leaving at first light.’ Luca disappeared into the shadows so quickly it was as if he’d never been there at all. 
‘Wow,’ Jack muttered. ‘Wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of that guy.’ Jack thought for a moment, then followed Luca. 
‘Where are you going?’ Mia asked quickly. 
‘I just want to try and talk to him.’ 
‘Good luck,’ Anna mumbled. 
Luca was quick. Jack didn’t catch him until he’d made it back to his room. 
‘What are you doing here?’ Luca asked so harshly that Jack was momentarily shocked. His expression must have reached some distant place inside Luca, because he sighed, closing his eyes. 
‘Sorry, man. Are you okay? Do you need something?’ 
‘I just wanted to talk to you.’ Jack thought about his nightmares. ‘Have you ever been touched by a Valkyrie?’ he asked. 
‘No. Why?’ 
Jack sighed. It would have been an understandable reason for Luca to be acting so strangely—the nightmares were enough to change anyone. 
‘Never mind. I was just wondering.’ 
‘Have you, Jack?’ Luca asked urgently, taking a step towards his friend. 
Jack shook his head quickly. ‘No, no, I’m fine. I promise.’ Searching for the easiness they’d had in their own world, he said, ‘So you’re working for the king. What are you doing, exactly?’ 
‘Nothing that you need to worry about, Jack,’ Luca said, not meeting the boy’s eyes. ‘It’s ... complicated.’ 
‘Well I’m not stupid, Luc. Try me.’ 
Luca folded his arms. ‘Have you been told about the slave trade?’ 
‘No.’ 
‘There are a group of slave traders who are stealing men, women and even children and selling them in a country outside Paragor. I’m working for Accolon, trying to find out who is responsible.’ 
‘Wow. That’s ... impressive. I mean, it sounds important, what you’re doing. How did you learn how to do that? I mean, how do you—?’ 
‘Like I said, it’s complicated,’ Luca said shortly. ‘And you forget—I’ve been here a long time. This may as well be my home.’ 
Jack nodded slowly. ‘So do you have any clues?’ 
Luca looked sideways at him, weighing up what to tell. 
‘There’s a man—well, the rumour of a man—called the Red Lion. They say he is the ruler of the whole slave trade, and trades in many other realms outside Paragor. Nobody knows if he actually exists.’ 
‘And you’ve got to find this guy? Sounds like you’ve got your work cut out for you.’ Jack shook his head. 
Luca nodded. There was an awkward silence, and before Jack could think of another question, Luca said softly, ‘Forgive me. I have to pack for the morning. I need time to prepare. Alone.’ 
‘Okay,’ Jack muttered, casting a final look at his friend. ‘Have a good trip, man,’ he added softly. A look passed over Luca’s face, like the ghost of an expression he used to have before he became a ghost himself. 
Ria rode down the row of grapes, inspecting them thoroughly. Once she’d spoken to the pickers and noted that they were on schedule, she rode her horse quickly back to Adon and leant closer to speak to him. ‘We’d best get inside—I think it’s about to snow.’ 
‘And of course you didn’t bring your warmer cloak.’ He sighed and started to remove his own. As he did, the snow began to fall. ‘Here.’ 
Adon had stayed a lot longer than she’d expected. Longer than he had too, she presumed. It had been a whole week since they met. She liked having him around, but she was also confused, trying to figure out what he wanted from her. If she was honest, she couldn’t really work out what she wanted from him either. 
‘I have something to talk to you about,’ he said, and Ria frowned. 
‘What?’ 
‘Inside.’ They rode quickly back to the house. She always felt a bit sorry for the workers when it snowed, but the grapes needed to be harvested when they were frozen, and that was what they were being paid for. 
They dismounted their horses in the stable and ran into the house, shedding their damp cloaks. Adon went to stoke up the fire, and Ria followed him curiously. 
‘I was in town this morning, speaking to the village wise man,’ he said over his shoulder. 
She snorted. ‘The man’s a fake.’ 
‘There are few who are not. But he said that there was a man at the inn wanting to speak to you. So I found the man and told him I was visiting your house and that we would come to the inn tonight to speak with him.’ 
‘Who was he?’ Ria asked, perplexed. 
‘He wouldn’t tell me his name.’ Bayard stroked his chin, frowning. ‘I think for safety’s sake I need to go with you.’ 
‘Adon, I’m perfectly capable of looking after myself.’ 
‘I know. He just seemed ... dangerous. I’d feel better if I came along. But after that I really must take my leave. Vezzet wants me back at the fortress. I’ll be leaving in the morning.’ 
‘Oh, of course,’ Ria replied and sat down. 
He turned and looked at her. ‘I can come back. Sometime.’ 
She nodded. 
Bayard didn’t say anything for another long moment. ‘I’m glad to have met you.’ 
‘Me too,’ she replied awkwardly. She realised she didn’t really want him to leave, but knew there was nothing she could do about it. 
At sundown, Ria pinned her hair up, and pulled on a simple blue dress. Then, because Adon was watching her, she put on her heavy cloak with a flash of a smile, and then left for the inn. 
The tavern was dark and quiet. Luca sat in the far corner, well disguised in the gloom, which was good—he knew he looked terrible. When he’d looked in the mirror that morning, something he mostly tried to avoid these days, he had never seen a gaze that appeared so hollow and frightening. His hands were still as adept and agile as always, but were now thin and covered with calluses. 
He sat silently, cracking his knuckles. He had been at the bar doing the same thing when the barmaid had finally given him a sideways look and said, ‘Stop that—you’re starting to bother me.’ He’d moved to a table where he could do as he pleased without being interrupted by nosy women. 
Back in Amalia, Anna had guessed at his intentions to come to Torr and had said that meeting Ria again would be good for him. Luca wasn’t so sure. The man—Adon Bayard, he’d said his name was—had been very familiar about Ria. It only confirmed his suspicions when Ria and Bayard entered together, and he took her cloak. His hands brushed against her shoulders and lingered there for a moment. It seemed intimate. 
A moment later Luca forgot about the man, his eyes drawn instead to Ria. She was the same, and yet not. Her skin glowed, and she looked more feminine than he had ever seen her. She had lost a little too much weight, but her body looked toned nonetheless, as though she’d been doing a great deal of physical labour. 
Luca felt a dull ache in his chest and looked down at his hands. He didn’t want to see Ria anymore. She was so happy, and it gladdened him, but it just confirmed his dread that she didn’t need him or think about him, that she didn’t love him anymore. He didn’t want her to see what a mess he’d become. 
Bayard saw him first and pointed. Ria looked curiously at him, but Luca’s face remained hidden under his hood. They came closer. Luca felt his heart beat faster. 
They stopped at his table and looked at him expectantly. Luca realised belatedly that this was supposed to be when he revealed himself. He had a strong urge to just leave the hood on and run. Slowly, reluctantly, he drew it back and looked at Ria. 
She blinked, once, twice. All the colour drained from her face. She took a tiny, almost imperceptible step back, and Luca winced slightly. 
There was a silence as they stared at each other, searching, remembering. 
‘Hello,’ he said. 
‘He ... hello,’ she replied, her voice shaky. Her glance fell to the floor. ‘Why are you ... what are you—gods, I’m sorry, this is Adon Bayard—’ 
‘We’ve met,’ Luca said, trying to smile but sure the expression came out as more of an ugly grimace. 
‘Okay. Ah...’ She was flustered, but then her eyes narrowed. ‘What are you doing here, Luca?’ she asked. 
He took a breath. ‘I’m working, actually. But since I’m passing through, I wanted to say hello.’ 
She frowned. ‘Right. How silly of me. How long will you be staying then?’ 
‘No more than a few nights.’ 
Ria hesitated, and glanced at Bayard who was watching the two of them closely, his arms folded. ‘You’ll want to come over for a meal then,’ she said abruptly. 
Luca’s eyebrows rose. ‘I will?’ 
‘That’s what I just asked you,’ she snapped. 
He couldn’t help but smile a little crookedly, his lips curling in a way that was no longer very attractive. ‘All right. Thank you, that would be lovely. If you’re sure...?’ 
‘Why wouldn’t I be sure?’ she asked, and seemed to be waiting for an answer. 
Luca shrugged, looking at Bayard. 
‘Captain Adon Bayard is leaving in the morning for Karangul,’ Ria said stiffly. 
Luca watched as the Captain’s face closed over. He squared his shoulders and levelled his gaze at Luca. The man was very tall and well-built, with a red beard. Luca could see that his left bicep was slightly more defined, meaning he was left-handed. He could handle a sword well, judging by the callouses on his forearm and palms, and the way he stood, with his hands loosely encircling each other behind his back, meant that he had been trained by the Elves in unarmed combat. Underneath his unkempt red hair, Bayard’s eyes were a piercing blue, and at that moment were gazing with a fierce and sudden realisation of who this cloaked man must be. He looked angry, but also very wary. 
Luca tried to give his most honest, open expression, though it was one he hadn’t used for some time. ‘I will be all the sorrier for not having been able to get to know you, Captain.’ 
Adon Bayard nodded politely, never taking his eyes from Luca. ‘As I you.’ 
‘We will take our leave,’ Ria said shortly. ‘I will see you tomorrow evening. I live at the vineyard—it’s not hard to find.’ 
Luca nodded. His eyes met Ria’s, and suddenly he felt less awkward and worried. He smiled, a real smile, and he said, his voice warm, ‘You look beautiful. And you seem well. I’m truly glad for you.’ 
Ria blinked, startled. After a moment she nodded and turned quickly for the door. 
Luca looked at Bayard. The man seemed pleased to be leaving. He gazed appraisingly at Luca, then turned and followed Ria. It was not difficult to see the symmetry between them—the way they moved complimented each other, and watching it, Luca thought that his heart might be breaking for the third time. 
He could remember the other times clearly. Once with Jane in her home on Earth, after having seen just how hard her life there was. Once on the day of a war, watching as this woman he loved slipped away from him. 
Luca went outside. It was cold, and his cloak was far too light. In Amalia, he’d known that his detachment from his friends was obvious. He’d known they worried about him, that they were hurt by the distance he made sure was between them. Usually he felt bad about that. But right then he didn’t care. He didn’t care about anything in the world except that she loved someone else. 
It wasn’t a conscious decision he had made to be different. It was just that he couldn’t see through the darkness anymore. He had thought, once, that if he could find the courage to come here and see her, that maybe she would help him to find his way again. But he had been very wrong. Now, all he felt was more lost. 
He returned to the tavern and sat down at the bar. 
The barmaid who had told him to stop cracking his knuckles handed him a glass of ale, and stood back watching him closely. 
‘Is there a problem?’ Luca asked coldly. She shook her head but continued to stare. 
‘There is an old proverb my grandmother used to tell me,’ she said suddenly and he looked up at her. ‘There is more pleasure in loving than in being loved.’ 
His gaze grew still as he met her eyes. She held the contact for a moment longer, then gave him a sad smile and walked away to deliver some drinks to a table. 
Luca rose from his seat and swept out of the inn. He didn’t bother fastening his cloak as he disappeared into the night, an urge to inflict pain throbbing in his veins. 
‘A long time ago I asked him to let me in,’ Anna murmured very softly. ‘To talk to me about what he was going through.’ She looked into the eyes of the dragon. Locktar stared back at her, still and listening. 
‘Luca said “you can’t know another person. You can only know yourself. And when you don’t even know that, there is no way into the light.”’ Anna rested her head against Locktar’s. Gently she stroked his crocodile-like skin. ‘I had this strange feeling when I watched him leave this time. I don’t know where it came from, but I couldn’t get rid of it. I thought: he’s walking away from us forever this time.’ 
She closed her eyes, fighting a wave of fatigue. Locktar had one of his enormous wings around her to keep her warm. Today, she just needed to talk out loud. 
‘I’m not scared,’ she whispered. ‘I’ve never been scared of death. I’ve been granted so much extra and I’m grateful for that.’ Anna wrapped her arms more tightly around Locktar. ‘It’s just that I’m getting worse. Jane is gone, and I’m frightened that if I die, there won’t be anyone to keep Luca safe from himself.’ 



Chapter 13
‘Wait, wait—I don’t get it. What do you see when you look into the water?’ 
Mia looked at her boyfriend and resisted the urge to sigh. ‘Your destiny,’ she stressed for the third time, and for the third time he snorted with derision. 
‘There’s no such thing.’
‘I think there is. There must be.’ 
‘Why, because you had a hallucination in the garden?’ 
‘Jack! Because everyone here looks into the basin and sees their future. Or, no, not their future as such—’ 
‘So what’s the difference between future and destiny then?’ 
‘I don’t know! I just know that I saw something.’ 
‘A big building, right?’ Jack repeated. ‘Maybe it means your destiny is to become a brick layer.’ 
‘Jack! Can you take this seriously for once?’ 
‘Look, Mia,’ he sighed, shaking his head. ‘Destiny, fate—whatever—it’s a whole bunch of crack-pot nonsense and I don’t buy into a bit of it.’ 
‘Then you don’t want to look and see what yours is?’ 
‘Not remotely.’ 
‘You can be a real jerk sometimes, you know.’ 
‘Why? Because I don’t want to have a so-called vision of my future? The people here probably put something in the water.’ 
Mia shook her head. ‘Why can’t you at least pretend to be interested in something that’s important to me?’ 
‘Because that would be lying, and I’m not a liar.’ 
‘Oh please. You lie all the time.’ 
‘When it’s funny,’ he amended with a grin. 
‘I don’t find you funny at all!’ Mia snapped furiously. 
‘Now who’s the liar?’ 
She stood and went to sit against the window, refusing to look at him. 
‘Mia,’ he sighed. ‘Don’t sulk.’ 
Which only made her angrier. Jack’s eyes had dark circles beneath them, despite his claim that he’d been sleeping well. Maybe tiredness was making him cruel. 
‘Okay. The truth is, I believe that nothing good can come from seeing our futures, and I think we make our own destiny. Therefore...’ he hesitated, and Mia almost turned to see what was wrong. ‘Therefore, I already know what I’d see if I looked in. You. All I would see is you,’ he said softly 
Mia stared out the window for another second before something inside her melted, and she allowed herself to be wrapped in his arms. But the disquiet did not leave her, nor the sense of entrapment. The image of the city and was growing in her mind, so that it was all she could see. She knew that if Jack could not see it too, then there would be a looming thing in the air between them, separating them. 
Anna opened the door to the library and stood back so Mia could see the huge room. 
‘Ugh!’ Mia exclaimed, holding her nose. ‘Look at all the dust—I can hardly breathe!’ 
Harry rolled his eyes. ‘You’re such a princess.’ 
‘No, I just don’t want dust bunnies making a home in my lungs!’ 
‘Come on,’ Anna said, leading them inside. The library  was very old. The scholars who worked there all looked to be about four hundred years old and never left their musty corners full of ancient scrolls and parchments. 
‘So what are we looking for?’ Harry asked. 
‘The most ridiculous notion known to man,’ Jack muttered grumpily. Harry looked at him. 
‘What’s under your skin? You look exhausted. Are you sleeping properly? I told you to tell me if you had any nightmares—’ 
‘I’m fine,’ Jack snapped. 
‘Jack thinks I’m stupid to even be thinking about this,’ Mia explained coldly. 
‘We’re looking for geography or architecture books,’ Anna offered. ‘We’re trying to find a big white and gold city in the desert.’ 
Harry nodded. ‘Then we’ll need books on Tirana. Let’s start over here.’ 
The four of them made their way through the towers of literature that were balanced precariously on just about every surface. 
‘Do you get the feeling they might want to expand?’ Jack murmured. 
‘They’ve been talking about it for years,’ Anna told him, ‘But Accolon doesn’t put much stock in history or literature.’ 
‘Philistine,’ Harry said darkly. ‘Here we go!’ he added quickly, holding up a book on the Sands of Anuk. 
Two hours later, the three of them had gone through a stack of books taller than each of their heights combined, and hadn’t found a single clue. Jack refused to help in any way except to ridicule the old librarians when they were out of hearing range. 
‘This is hopeless!’ Mia announced, resting her head with a woeful sigh on Harry’s shoulder. 
‘We haven’t even started on the runes section!’ Harry argued. 
Jack groaned. 
‘Besides which,’ Anna added, ‘The city was new and sparkling, wasn’t it, Mia?’ 
Mia nodded. ‘Yep. It was absolutely beautiful, and the thing is—if somewhere like that actually existed, it wouldn’t be a secret. Everyone would want to live there.’ 
‘Didn’t you say it was in the middle of a giant sand pit?’ Jack asked. ‘Don’t know about you, but I sure as hell hate getting sand in my unmentionables.’ 
Mia scowled. 
‘I wish Emperor Liam was here,’ Anna said. ‘He’d be able to tell us if there’s a city in the sand.’ 
‘Who’s Emperor Liam?’ 
‘Leader of the Kabduh—the people who live in the Sands of Anuk.’ 
‘Very scary,’ Harry added with a shudder. 
‘Well that’s settled then,’ Mia announced, standing up with such fervour that sheets of parchment scattered everywhere. ‘I’m going to talk to Emperor Liam.’ 
They stared at her. 
‘He lives in a country on the other side of the world, in a nomadic tribe that at any given time could be in some part of a desert bigger than most countries on Earth,’ Harry said. ‘How do you suppose you do that?’ 
Mia folded her arms, seemingly unfazed. ‘I don’t know—I’ll get a camel or something and go looking.’ 
Jack sniggered. ‘Do you know how stupid you sound right now?’ 
Mia opened her mouth, but Anna cut in first. ‘Mia, darling, it’s not quite as simple as that.’ 
There was a moment in which they all held their breaths, waiting for the explosion. Mia’s temper tantrums were legendary. Instead, she sank down in her chair and looked at Anna. 
‘Please,’ she whispered wearily. ‘You’re the only one who understands, Anna. I need to do this. If there’s a way, please help me find it.’ 
Anna nodded. ‘Of course. There will be a way. I’ll ask Elixia how to find Liam and then we’ll work out what to do from there.’ 
‘Hold on,’ Jack spluttered. ‘You aren’t  actually considering going there?’ 
‘If that’s what it takes,’ Mia said firmly. 
‘There might be an easier way to find out if this place exists first,’ Harry said. 
‘Well if you can find it, I’d appreciate it. If not, I have no problems leaving as soon as I can.’ 
Jack followed Mia up to her room and shut the door behind them. There was a dresser full of clothes that Anna had organised, and Mia started to pack them into a suitcase she found under the bed. 
‘What are you doing?’ he asked slowly. 
Mia didn’t stop. ‘I’m packing for my trip.’ 
‘To find a non-existent city.’ 
‘Yes, okay. Whatever you think.’ 
He shook his head. ‘This is  so stupid. You’ve lost it.’ 
Mia’s eyes blazed. ‘Don’t start, Jack, or I’m going to lose it on you!’ 
‘So you’re going to travel to the other side of the world and go wandering around the desert? All because of something you think you saw in a bird-bath? And I suppose you’re going to drag us all along with you?’ 
‘Not at all,’ she snapped. 
‘We don’t have any idea what we’re doing here, Mia! We need the others!’ 
‘What exactly do you mean by “we”?’ she asked, looking at him. He stared back at her, and her meaning suddenly clicked into place. 
His mouth fell open. ‘You think you’re going to go alone? Don’t be  ridiculous.’ 
‘Why can’t I?’ she asked. 
‘Because you haven’t done anything on your own in your entire life! You need me for everything!’ 
‘How dare you!’ she hissed. ‘You always do this! You always tell me I’m not good enough!’ 
‘I’ve never  once said that to you!’ 
‘Well you sure as hell imply it all the time!’ 
He groaned and shook his head. ‘You’re being stupid.’ 
‘There you go again!’ she yelled. ‘Telling me I’m stupid. You’re supposed to support me, Jack. You’re supposed to make me believe in myself. 
‘Not when you’re going on some crazy mission that’s most likely going to get you killed! And what the hell do you think you’re going to do if you find this place?’ 
‘I don’t know, Jack, but at least I’ll be far away from you!’ she yelled and then ran from the room. 
He sat down on the bed and stared at her suitcase. Mia was impulsive, but never to this extreme. It was as if she couldn’t see how dangerous and selfish this plan was! She was hell-bent on getting her own way and causing people to worry, simply so she could follow a whim. 
Jack’s hands had formed fists without him even noticing, and he focused on relaxing himself. It wouldn’t be long before she realised he was right, and they would go back to normal, like they did after any other fight. 
Harry would agree with him. Jack went to find his friend. Harry was in the armoury, sharpening some arrows. He looked up when Jack entered and smiled. ‘How’s it going, man? Can I take it that you’ve just had the mother of all fights?’ 
‘How did you guess?’ 
Harry held the arrow to his eye and sighted it before turning it over to glue a feather to the shaft. 
‘Do you always make your own arrows?’ Jack asked, distracted by the coolness of what Harry was doing. 
‘Silly, I know, but it’s the only way I know they’ll be straight enough.’ 
Jack jumped up to sit on the edge of a workbench. ‘Have you ... I mean, do you ... kill people with those?’ 
Harry looked up at him and stopped what he was doing. ‘Not if I can help it.’ 
‘But you have, haven’t you?’ 
‘A long time ago, Jack.’ 
‘In the war?’ 
Harry nodded. He scratched his beard, looking tired. 
‘We had to,’ Harry said softly, his eyes focused on the wall. ‘They were attacking us, and if we didn’t fight back, we died. People were dying all around me. They were just dropping, like animals, like they meant nothing.’ He sighed. ‘It’s different here, Jack. It’s darker. If you don’t know how to protect yourself, you can get hurt.’ 
Jack nodded. ‘Can you teach me then?’ 
Harry shook his head. ‘I’m not fit to teach anyone.’ 
‘Harry! I saw what you did on the ship! You were awesome!’ 
‘That was nothing. There are men who could have done that in their sleep. If you truly wish to learn, when we get back to Burmia I’ll ask Altor to give you some lessons.’ 
‘Altor? Why him? Isn’t he way younger than us?’ 
Harry folded his big arms and looked at Jack. ‘There are two men that I have seen in all the world, who are truly masters of combat. The first was Prince Fern.’ 
‘The freak we met the other day?’ 
‘He’s not a freak,’ Harry said firmly. 
‘He didn’t say a word to any of us, and then he ran off as if his bum was on fire.’ 
‘He’s been dead for two years,’ Harry snapped. ‘You’d probably be a bit strange too. Anyway, he’s half Elf, and good enough to battle the war god. People cried when they saw him fight. They say he was so good with a sword that he could kill someone thrice before they even felt the blow.’ 
Jack’s eyes widened. 
‘The second is the Black Prince. Altor is young. He doesn’t have the same kind of flashy brilliance as Fern, but I’ve seen him with a weapon when he thinks no one is watching. It takes my breath away, every time.’ 
‘All right,’ Jack breathed. ‘I’m convinced. I definitely want him to teach me.’ 
‘Don’t get your hopes up, man. He doesn’t even acknowledge his own skill, let alone use it to help others, but we’ll see.’ 
They lapsed into silence and Harry went back to working on his arrows. Jack watched him for a while. In high school, Harry had been tall, but a little overweight. Now, he was huge, all solid muscle. His growth spurt over the last two years had been amazing. 
‘You been working out, man?’ Jack teased. Harry flexed his muscles and then laughed, launching himself across the room to take Jack in a vice-like headlock. The two wrestled for a while, crashing into tables and walls. 
‘All right, all right,’ Jack panted. ‘I give up!’ 
Harry released him and ruffled his friend’s hair fondly. Jack rubbed his sore neck, unused to being dominated by the boy who had usually been the worst at sports of any kind. 
‘At least I still have youth on my side. You’re  old, man. In a couple of years when your hip breaks I’ll be able to beat you with my eyes closed.’ 
Harry laughed again. ‘I’m nineteen, Jack.’ 
‘My point exactly. Old. You won’t even be a teenager for much longer. Plus you look stupid with that beard.’ 
‘Hey! I’ve been growing this bad boy since I got here. They’re all the fashion in Paragor.’ 
‘Everyone here looks just as stupid as you do.’ 
They chatted for a while longer about nothing important, when finally Jack blurted, ‘She’s not really going through with it, is she?’ 
Harry looked up. ‘I don’t think that’s the point.’ 
‘Then what is?’ 
‘I think she just wants to know that if she did, you’d be okay with it.’ 
Jack frowned. ‘It’s just so weird. Tell me you don’t believe in this fate crap.’ 
Harry shrugged. ‘Whether I do or not doesn’t matter. I’m not going to make her feel bad because she does. Especially when it was true for Anna and Luca.’ 
‘Don’t you think that it could just be that people see stuff in the basin and then make something happen because they want so badly to believe in a higher power?’ 
‘Maybe. But what does it matter which way it works? She wants to find this city because she feels connected to it. Who are we to stop her?’ 
‘Harry, I’m her boyfriend. I’m trying to protect her.’ 
‘Maybe she just wants your support instead.’ 
‘Oh, come on! You’re telling me I should encourage this stupid wild goose chase? How do we know she won’t just go wandering off in the desert and die of thirst or something?’ 
‘You don’t have very much faith in her do you? We all had to go through trials when we got here. They were difficult, but we’re so much better for them.’ Harry paused. ‘Do you remember what I used to be like?’ 
‘Of course I do—it was a week ago for me.’ 
‘Okay. So I pretty much thought I was incapable of doing anything. I thought no one in the world believed in me, or expected anything of me, and it made me feel like crap. All I needed was to prove that I could achieve something, that I could be a part of something. Mia needs that chance too, and telling her she can’t will only make her want to prove that she can.’ 
‘So you’re saying I should play along and then she’ll give up?’ 
Harry sighed and shook his head. ‘Jack, man. That’s not what I mean at all. I’ll put it bluntly for you. Stop being a jerk or you’re going to lose her forever.’ Harry’s expression changed as he looked at his friend. ‘Are you okay?’ he asked suddenly. ‘You keep fobbing me off every time I ask, but it’s important, Jack. How are your dreams? Don’t lie.’ 
Jack hesitated. ‘I’m not lying. Honestly, I’ve had no trouble at all. I’d tell you if I had.’ 
‘Really?’ Harry looked amazed. ‘That’s ... great! I mean, we need to keep a close eye on it, but it’s a very good sign that you haven’t had trouble so far. Maybe it’s because you’re a Stranger. Maybe we’re immune to the Valkyries. This is a big deal—it could be really helpful. Promise you’ll tell me the second you notice a change?’ 
Jack nodded mutely. He didn’t know why he was lying, but he knew that if he opened his mouth and spoke the truth, it would make the chill inside his heart grow so cold that it might freeze him to death. 



Chapter 14
Here it was. Tzenna’s first chance to prove herself, to make them believe that she could care about things like a normal person should. 
‘Thor, it is out of the question!’ Tzenna snapped. The boy scowled. 
‘I can do what I want. I’m a man.’ 
She stared at him, letting what she hoped was the appropriate amount of worry mixed with anger arise in her voice. ‘You’re not a man,’ she said. ‘You are far too young to be even considering this!’ 
‘Why? Boys my age are being conscripted everywhere!’ 
‘And dying,’ she hissed. ‘If you join the defence force, you will surely die too.’ 
Élan was sitting silently by the fire. Thor shook his head angrily. ‘You don’t understand—I have skills in these things.’
‘How could you possibly?’ Élan asked. 
‘I’ve been training every day after tutoring.’ 
Tzenna shook her head. ‘Even so—’ 
Thor held up his hands. ‘Listen to me. I want to fight. And now is the time.’ Thor paused, all the youthful innocence and hope leaving his face. ‘You said that people are dying,’ he murmured, his eyes imploring them both. ‘You said children are dying. Let me help. I  have to help. I cannot sit by in this time of need and watch more people die. We should  all be helping. Don’t you understand?’ 
Élan sat forward. ‘You are too young, Thor. Surely you see that?’ 
‘Terret was as young as I am when he became Captain.’ 
‘Yes, but Terret was ... different,’ Élan said and Thor frowned again. 
‘What does age truly matter in a time like this? I am as competent as any man with a weapon. I’m not asking this lightly. It is the duty of the younger son.’ 
Tzenna blinked at the sudden humility of the boy. He’d only just turned fourteen—the legal age to join the defence force. But everyone knew that joining was suicide. The Valkyries slaughtered scores of boys like him every night. Another of the king’s wonderful strategies. 
But looking at the boy, she realised that he was trying to fight for the same thing she was. 
‘You truly believe that this is the right thing for you?’ she asked softly, no pretence in her now. 
Thor nodded without hesitation. 
‘Then what choice do we have?’ she asked her fiancé. Élan spread his hands helplessly. 
Thor grinned. ‘Thank you,’ he exclaimed and then dashed from the house, probably to tell his friends that he’d won over his stony future sister-in-law. 
Tzenna looked into the fire. Her life had become a series of trivial activities. She was the fiancé of a training scholar, and she hated the dullness. She didn’t know how to progress. 
‘What are we going to do?’ Élan asked. 
Tzenna considered the best response. It would make things a little easier for her if she didn’t have to worry about a young brother-in-law for a while. Maybe some service would do him good. 
‘It is what younger sons do,’ she said reasonably. 
Élan looked at her for a long moment, and she wondered if she’d sounded callous. Eventually he nodded. ‘I must get back to the palace. You are all right?’ he asked quietly, always attentive. 
For the first time, Tzenna wondered if she should just put away the revenge notion. But the thought was gone as soon as it entered her head. 
Life had to lead to something. Revenge was what she had shaped her being around, and to lose it now would be to lose herself. 
‘So that was Luca. A Bright One.’ Adon said quietly as he sat down beside Ria on her couch. 
Ria nodded, silently. She didn’t know what to think. 
‘What was wrong with him?’ Adon asked. ‘He looked—’ 
‘Scary.’ Ria shivered. ‘I know. I don’t understand.’ 
Ria’s heart thumped when she thought of why he might be here. He’d said it was work, but did she believe that? He couldn’t possibly be here for her—could he? She didn’t want things to go back to the way they were. It was too long ago, and the memories of that time were too painful. But thinking of Luca, of what they’d once shared, she felt ... sad and awkward. 
‘What are you thinking?’ Adon asked. 
Ria smiled. ‘Just ... that I’m going to miss you.’ 
‘I can come back you know. You’re only a day’s ride away.’ He grinned and his teeth glowed in the dim light. When she didn’t reply, his smile faded. ‘You’re still thinking about him, aren’t you?’ 
Slowly, she nodded. 
‘Do you love him?’ 
Ria sighed glumly. ‘I used to.’ 
‘And now?’ he pressed. 
‘I don’t know.’ 
He turned away from her. 
‘Adon, I’m sorry. I’m not sure what you want from me.’ After a moment she sighed and murmured softly, ‘Bayard.’ 
He looked at her. ‘You called me Bayard.’ 
Ria shrugged. ‘Don’t let it go to your head. It won’t happen again.’ 
Adon sat back against the couch. ‘I’m leaving tomorrow. And I know we aren’t very far away, but there are strange things going on at the moment, and I think that the next few months are going to be important.’ 
‘Important for what?’ 
‘I’m not sure. But it means I might not be able to see you for a while.’ 
She thought about that. ‘I think I’m actually going to miss you,’ she said. 
He laughed a little. ‘Don’t sound so surprised.’ 
‘Sorry, Bayard,’ she said, making him smile again. 
One week after his arrival in Burmia, Accolon, looking deathly tired, attended a meeting with Satine. She watched for the signs that everyone now knew to look for. It was easy enough to tell if someone was being attacked in their dreams. The High King’s eyes, she was horrified to notice, were bloodshot and darting. 
‘I want someone placed in his chamber tonight, without his knowledge,’ she told her head servant. ‘I want a report in the morning of how he slept.’ 
So, unbeknownst to him, Accolon did not sleep alone that night. He tossed and turned, wracked by nightmares. The servant could see the signs clearly. What he could not see, what he couldn’t possibly hear, were the words being whispered into the king’s ears, over and over again. 



Chapter 15
Mia knocked on the door and waited to be admitted. Elixia was sitting behind a large desk, peering at some papers spread before her. She looked up and smiled widely.
‘Hello.’ 
‘Hi, your majesty.’ 
Elixia laughed. ‘Please—call me Elixia. This is a nice surprise. What brings you here?’ 
Mia fidgeted uncomfortably and took the seat that was offered. 
‘Well, I have a question.’ Mia felt suddenly awkward and embarrassed. What business did she have speaking to the High Queen? It was strange that Elixia was so young—they were practically the same age. 
Elixia piled her papers together, giving Mia her full attention. ‘Of course. Go on.’ 
‘I’m sorry to bother you. I just couldn’t think of who else to ask. It has to do with the basin of destiny.’ 
Elixia’s eyes narrowed. 
‘I saw ... I saw something, and I was wondering if you could help me find it.’ 
‘If it is within my power to do so, I will,’ Elixia said. ‘But you need to think about whether or not this is something you want to seek out. Sometimes the things we see in the basin find us.’ 
‘I can’t stop thinking about it. It’s in my dreams, every single night. I’m going crazy not knowing.’ Mia took a breath. ‘A huge city, in the middle of the desert, with a wall wrapped around it...’ she trailed off as she noticed the expression on the queen’s face. 
‘Gods,’ Elixia whispered. ‘Truly, you saw this?’ 
Mia nodded mutely. 
The queen stared at her. ‘Well then, I had better start at the beginning, hadn’t I?’ 
Mia’s heart leapt in excitement. 
‘Understand, I don’t know much—only a whisper—and I am one of the very few people who have even heard about this, and only because my father had an uncommon love of forgotten history. Many years ago when ... dark things happened ... there was a great and powerful city in the desert that was banished from all mortal time. It was called Samaraq.’ 
‘Samaraq,’ Mia whispered, shivering. 
‘It was a city of evil. A city of sins.’ 
‘ Sins?’ she repeated slowly. 
Elixia shook her head. ‘All I know is that my father was intensely uneasy speaking about their practices. He said that ladies should not be thinking about such unseemly things, so he didn’t tell me the details.’ 
Mia frowned. ‘What do you mean, “banished”?’ 
‘I’m not sure. Somehow, the city ceased to exist within Paragor’s realms of the living. I don’t think anyone knows how. It was just ... gone. Erased from all records and histories. Few people have even heard of it.’ 
‘Where was Samaraq?’ 
‘Tirana, in the desert,’ Elixia replied. She looked at Mia more closely. ‘What could it mean, seeing that in the basin?’ 
Mia shifted uncomfortably. ‘I wish I knew.’ 
‘My father would pity you, to have a destiny which is mixed up in that place. He would say you cannot have a happy ending.’ 
‘Oh, please, no optimism,’ Mia said dryly. 
Elixia grinned. ‘Sorry. I do not agree. There is too much unknown about that place.’ 
‘But how can I find out?’ 
Elixia shook her head. ‘It’s long gone, Mia. And like I said, there are no records.’ 
‘I  have to find it. Isn’t there anyone who can tell me more?’ 
‘If you truly wish for answers, then the only place I can think of is Tirana. It’s not likely, but you could try. Perhaps Emperor Liam will be able to help you. I’ll warn you again though—you won’t find the city. It doesn’t exist anymore.’ 
Mia clasped her hands together tightly. The decision was already made. If she was here in Paragor for any reason, then this must be it. ‘Would it be possible for me to leave for Tirana tomorrow?’ she asked. 
Elixia nodded slowly. ‘If you truly wish it, I can arrange that. But Mia, understand this—we can change our destinies; we can make them our own. The city was banished for a reason. Do not let the basin ensnare you like it has done so many.’ 
‘I’m not going to let you do this!’ Jack yelled. Mia stared resolutely at the door, her packed case in her hands. 
‘Get out of the way, Jack.’ 
‘No!’ He turned desperately to Anna and Harry. ‘You aren’t going to let her do this, are you?’ he asked, his eyes bloodshot. Horrified, Harry suddenly realised that Jack had been lying about his dreams. 
‘It’s not up to us, darling,’ Anna said gently, looking upset. 
‘I need to do this,’ Mia said softly. 
Jack shook his head, unable to believe what was happening. She’d had a hallucination, and she was going to follow it to the most dangerous country in Paragor. Jack had done his homework—he’d found out about Tirana. It was utterly unforgiving, not only in its desert land, but in its treatment of women. Why did she want to go to a place where she would be treated without any respect? 
‘If you do this, Mia,’ he said suddenly, ‘I don’t know who you are anymore.’ 
She stared at him, her eyes changing. He saw something in her he’d never seen before—it was the same thing he saw in Anna and Harry now. 
‘If that’s truly what you think, Jack, then what are we doing? Why are we even bothering?’ Mia’s shoulders sank. She shook her head tiredly. ‘This is over, Jack.’ 
‘ What?’ 
‘You act like a child. You don’t take anything seriously. You don’t believe in me, and you don’t believe in yourself. Don’t you see that this is our chance to make something of ourselves? All you see is a chance for mischief and practical jokes—you’ve got no purpose.’ 
Anna and Harry looked as though they were trying to disappear into the walls. 
Jack shook his head. ‘You don’t mean that.’ 
‘See?’ Mia snapped. ‘You  still aren’t taking this seriously! We’re over. I don’t want a boy. I want a man. Goodbye, Jack.’ 
He looked at her and, like a punch in the stomach, it came to him that this was the time. The time when he needed to do something, say something to save them. He had to show her that he could be the man she needed. But he didn’t seem to be able to remember any words. All he could do was watch her walk sadly from the room. 
Anna and Harry followed Mia silently, and as if from far away, Jack felt Harry rest a hand on his shoulder before they, too, disappeared. 
No. This was going to be okay. She would come back to him. She’d realise soon enough what a mistake she’d made and then things would go back to normal. 
Jack chanted this, over and over in his mind, because it was easier than admitting to himself that maybe he was the problem after all. Far easier than thinking about the fact that this was becoming scarily like the nightmares he suffered through each night. 
Fern had been schooled by his sister to believe in the importance of dreams, and their deeper connection to the psyche. 
His dream was haunting him; the words of the woman would not leave his mind. It was not hard to figure out who she’d been. If there was anyone who could enter dreams, it was a goddess. And if a goddess was walking in his sleep, then what if...? 
Fern was plagued by the questions, and by the thought. 
She might still be alive. 
Ever since he returned, Fern had been blocking out his grief. He tried desperately to not think about the way he had ended things with Jane—by making her believe she’d hurt him. And now everyone said she was dead. Which was, if he let himself think about it, the most heartbreaking thing that could ever happen to him. 
So he didn’t think about it. 
But what if the dream...? 
‘What’s wrong?’ Athena continued to ask him, but he couldn’t speak it. Finally one evening as they were getting ready for bed she slapped him hard on the face. 
‘You are walking around like a ghost; not looking at anyone, not talking to anyone. You eat because you have to, and sleep because you don’t want to do anything else. What is  wrong with you?’ 
He touched his cheek. ‘It has nothing to do with you,’ he told her flatly. 
Her eyes filled with tears. ‘And that’s the problem.’ 
Fern shook his head tiredly. ‘Athena,’ he said, then stopped, shrugging. 
‘Why can’t you tell me?’ 
‘You don’t want to know. Believe me.’ 
‘That’s just it—you don’t seem to understand that I want to know everything about you! Not just the good things!’ She had stormed from the room in frustration, but he hadn’t been able to conjure any sort of real feeling about it. A vague sense of guilt, but not much else. 
Which was why he walked from the ice castle of the Elves, away from the city and out onto the plains of Cynis Witron, alone amid a seemingly endless field of yellow grass. How could they not let him grieve? Rationally he knew they couldn’t understand—they didn’t know about his feelings for Jane. But he resented them anyway for their blind ignorance. For their blunt, oafish happiness and their messy emotions. All he had was one. Despair, in all its forms. 
So Fern stood there alone. He closed his eyes, and tried, somehow, to feel her. 
He ached to be able to kiss her, to hold her. He imagined her everywhere. Laughing with the other Elves, dancing with them. Every corner he turned he thought he saw her, and it made him feel like he was actually going mad. At night he imagined her next to him, and the desire was so strong it made him ill. 
He’d never had cause to know grief before. His life, until recently, had been ridiculously easy, foolishly whimsical. And now—now the grief was enormous. Nothing worked for his bruised, broken body. The body that carried within it a heart that would never again work. Not without her. 
‘Jane,’ Fern whispered into the air, his eyes closed, trying to imagine her there with him. The word was like balm on his lips, sweet and healing. The first time he’d let himself speak it. He thought he could feel it caressing his ears from where it flew with the wind. 
He shaded his eyes against the sun and stood for a moment longer. 
Then Fern clenched his teeth and turned to walk away. He was a fool. Jane was dead. Why did he torture himself? He was making life agony for himself, and the ferociousness of his rage just then was startling. 
He thought he understood something though. Why she had left. Jane had watched him get killed; she had stood there and had seen him die. And if she’d felt even a portion of the grief in his heart, he knew it would have been the easiest thing in the world to just give up. 
His steps were slow as he trudged back across the plains to the castle on the horizon that was supposed to be his home now. Each movement was an effort, and the sight of the city made his feet so much heavier to lift. 
But then he felt something, and he froze. A change in the wind, so slight it would have been imperceptible to anyone else. A whisper against his ears, a caress against his skin. 
A gasp escaped his lips, because his senses had come alive as if shocked by lightning. He spun around wildly, his breath quick, not knowing what was happening. And then he saw it. 
A figure in the sky, riding one of two unicorns, though he could not tell if it was the white or the black. 
As he watched, her outline became clear, lost its ephemeral shadings as she entered the world of mortals and became what she had once been. Out of the sky she rode, graceful and wondrous, and Fern’s heart began to thump violently. 
The unicorns landed at precisely the same moment, their hooves hitting the ground, their wings tucking in behind their backs. Before they had even stopped moving, Jane leapt to the ground. The two brilliant creatures trotted away and began to graze nearby. Jane stood a few feet away from him. She didn’t move. 
A dream, he thought. Just like all the others. He was going insane. It had to be an illusion—she could not possibly be standing before him. 
But then he noticed that she was breathing very heavily, her chest heaving with the effort of pulling air into her lungs, her eyes wide and otherworldly. Her body was shaking. 
‘Fern,’ she whispered, and sank to her knees. He ran forward to catch her, tightening his arms around her. Her eyes fluttered open and then focused on him, big and brown and flecked through with hazel. 
‘Jane,’ he whispered, panicked. Their eyes locked, and the longer they stared at each other, the more solid her focus became. Very slowly, her breathing calmed, and her body stopped trembling. She sighed wearily, and then she smiled. 
‘What took you so long?’ she asked faintly, and the sound of the humour in her voice was enough that he finally believed she was real. 
‘How ... where have you been?’ he managed. 
‘Help me up,’ she murmured. He lifted her to her feet, his skin electrified where it touched hers. Jane gave a soft laugh. ‘I’m a little weak,’ she explained. ‘It has been a very long time, hasn’t it?’ Then, seeming to remember his question, she shrugged and smiled again. ‘I’ve been learning things. Remembering things. Waiting for you.’ 
Fern sank to his knees, too overwhelmed to stand any longer. She moved closer and knelt in front of him. ‘Oh, Fern,’ she said. ‘It’s all right. I’m here now.’ 
His arms encircled her and held on to her desperately. ‘I thought you were dead,’ he said, his hand in her hair. His grief had been like a living thing, debilitating him, and now it was just ... gone. His body felt as though his heart had only just begun to pump blood again. 
‘And you  were dead,’ she laughed, her voice muffled where her face was pressed into his shoulder. ‘I had to leave, so that while I waited for you, I could finally understand some things.’ 
‘What things?’ 
‘We can talk about that later.’ 
‘How did you know to wait? How did you know I would come back?’ 
‘Fern, your sister is a necromancer. I was fairly certain she wasn’t going to give up on you.’ Jane stroked his cheek gently. 
It was so long ago, and yet they both remembered it as if it were yesterday. ‘Jane,’ he said desperately, ‘You know I was lying, don’t you? On the boat? I only said what I did to protect you. You never did anything wrong, it was all my fault, and I’m so sorry—’ 
‘Stop, Fern,’ she said. ‘It’s all right. It doesn’t matter anymore.’ 
‘I hated myself for hurting you like that.’ 
‘I understand,’ she murmured. 
And then finally the full weight of his mistake came crashing down on him. 
‘Oh, gods,’ he whispered, covering his face with his hands. 
‘What, Fern?’ she asked worriedly. 
‘Nobody told me,’ he muttered. ‘I didn’t know you were alive—they said you were dead. Everybody told me you were dead...’ 
‘It’s all right, Fern,’ she said again, but now he pulled away from her touch, and she was unsure what to do. He looked up at her, his face haggard. 
‘I’m married, Jane,’ he said roughly. 
‘What? What are you talking about?’ 
‘I ... you were dead. I had duties here to my people, my mother ... I thought that ... I thought you were never coming back, so it didn’t matter...’ 
She stared, and finally she understood. Quickly she stood, stepping away from him. ‘Jesus, Fern. You’re such an idiot!’ 
‘I’m sorry, Jane. I’m so sorry. I don’t know what to do...’ Fern shuddered. 
She shook her head. ‘Let’s not do this,’ she said softly. ‘I can’t right now. I’m too tired. We can talk about it later.’ Then she turned and walked away from him. Fern’s chest tightened painfully, but suddenly she paused, looking over her shoulder at him. 
‘I’ll need somewhere to stay to recover for a night or two,’ she said bluntly. He nodded, his heart starting to beat again. So they walked across the plain towards the ice castle together. 
There was a part of him that knew what he had lost, the part that made his footsteps heavier. 
But better she was alive and not his than dead. He’d lost her out of his own haste and stupidity, but at least they had not all lost her from the world. 
Jane was alive, and finally he could breathe again. 
It was at that precise moment that the power of banishment was broken. A force that had for so long been silent, a name that was feared to mention, became a reality once more. 
It was at that moment that the Scourge of the land of Paragor, creature of dark malevolence, destroyed the bindings that had held him. His thoughts, so long focused on his banishment, turned towards the people of Paragor, with all the vengeance and hatred that had been sitting at the bottom of his black heart for over a thousand years. 
And the power he commanded now, born and fed by his own anger and longings, was great. He would not be overcome again. This time he was too strong. 
This time he had a plan. 



Chapter 16
Mia lay face down on her bed, swaying with the waves that rocked the ship. A timid knock on the door interrupted her sobs. Wiping her eyes, she struggled to stand and open the door. In front of her were the two ladies Elixia had sent to accompany her on her journey. Harry and Anna had wanted to come with her, because they hadn’t understood that she needed to do this alone. They had only agreed not to come if Mia took the two women along. 
‘Lady, whatever is the matter?’ the younger one—Claudia—gasped, rushing into the room to put a comforting arm around her. The girl had a mess of blonde hair and a giggly, whimsical imagination. Gwen, on the other hand, was older and sterner. Her lips were constantly forming a thin line, not of disapproval, but of watchfulness. 
Now she went quickly to the basin, wetting a cloth and wiping Mia’s face. The two women sat her down on the bed and stroked her hair gently. 
‘I’m sorry,’ Mia cried. ‘I didn’t mean for you to see me like this.’ 
‘Hush now,’ Gwen said. ‘There’s no need for apologies.’ 
‘Why are you upset?’ Claudia asked, her eyes wide. 
Mia sighed, shaking her head. ‘I just ... I just broke up with someone.’ 
‘A man!’ Claudia exclaimed. ‘You were courting someone? Who was it?’ 
‘Don’t harass her, child,’ Gwen chided. 
‘Another Stranger,’ Mia explained. ‘We came to Paragor together. But ... he didn’t understand why I needed to come here, so ... I ended it.’ 
‘If he didn’t follow you to the ends of the land, then he did not truly love you!’ Claudia announced with a grand sweep of her hands. 
‘I told him not to follow me,’ she said miserably. ‘Maybe I was too harsh?’ 
Gwen shook her head firmly. ‘No use crying over what-ifs. Now let’s get you ready for bed.’ The older woman began preparing Mia’s nightgown, while Claudia started to comb the tangled mess of her red hair. 
Claudia laughed. ‘I never imagined I’d get to wait on one of the famous Bright Ones!’ 
‘It’s so strange to think of us as famous,’ Mia smiled. ‘I haven’t done anything!’ 
‘You will,’ Gwen murmured, almost too softly to hear. 
‘The first four did enough that the six of you will be talked about forever,’ Claudia said with a happy sigh. 
‘Yeah, I’ve heard all about that,’ Mia said. 
‘But you know them personally!’ Claudia went on excitedly. ‘Could you tell us about them?’ 
‘What do you want to know?’ 
‘Well ... I’ve always wondered about ... Jane and the prince.’ 
‘Actually,’ Mia said, ‘So have I. I don’t have a clue what happened.’ 
‘So you don’t know what happened in the end, when he died?’ 
‘No. I’ve heard that she left.’ 
Claudia frowned. ‘I guess that is possible.’ 
Gwen shook her head. ‘Claudia,’ she snapped. ‘There’s no sense in encouraging such thoughts.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Because everyone knows...’ Gwen coloured slightly. 
‘What?’ Mia pressed. 
‘She died,’ Gwen finished softly, staring at the ground. 
There was a deep silence in the room. 
‘There are other stories,’ Gwen said gently. ‘Other ways it might have happened.’ 
‘Oh, yes!’ Claudia agreed quickly. ‘Some say she was turned into a mermaid!’ 
‘What?’ 
Gwen rolled her eyes, but the younger girl ignored her. ‘The story of the first mermaid is centuries old. As a human, she was the first woman to ever experience a broken heart—a  real broken heart. She couldn’t bear it, this woman, so she went to Freyja the love goddess, and she asked to be set free of the torture. Freyja offered her a deal—no more pain, but no more joy either. An eternity of nothingness, swimming the cold and unforgiving oceans. So great was the woman’s pain that she agreed, and so was transformed into a half-woman, half-fish, that she might navigate through the water, icy like her heart, for the rest of time. And so the story goes that every woman who has ever had a real broken heart ends up with the same fate.’ 
Mia stared at her, her mouth open. ‘ And this is what happened to Jane?’ 
Claudia blinked. ‘Oh, no—I didn’t mean—’ 
‘Of course it isn’t,’ Gwen snapped. ‘It’s just a ridiculous tale, told by silly young girls.’ 
Mia lay back on her bed and stared at the ceiling. They were wrong. Jane was coming back. She had to. ‘She was just a girl,’ Mia murmured. ‘My friend. And she didn’t know anything about boys. How could she have a broken heart?’ 
Neither of the girls replied. 
The next day the ship arrived at the small dock of Tirana. 
Standing a few paces back from the wooden walkway, amid leagues of hot sand that stretched as far as the eye could see, was a tall, dark-skinned man. He wore a light cotton vest, and had his large arms crossed, his legs spread wide. The sun reflected off his bald head. Mia stopped in front of him, her eyes wide. 
The enormous man’s lip curled, and without speaking, he turned and began walking into the desert. 
‘Excuse me?’ Mia called out to his retreating form. He ignored her, except to give a flick of his head that indicated they should follow him. 
Claudia looked terrified, but Gwen gave a shrug. ‘Suppose we’d better go with him then.’ 
Mia cast a wishful look at the boat behind them, already preparing to sail again, and then resolutely turned away from it, an image in her mind of towering walls amid a sea of sand that was very much like the sand she was standing in. 
It took them the good part of the morning to reach the camp. Mia spotted it in the distance—hundreds of white shapes, glistening under the hot sun, turning red as night drew closer. All day the heat had threatened to make her dizzy, but now its edge was fading, and she knew it was going to be very cold here at night. 
A group of people waited on the outskirts. A man stood in front of them, almost an exact replica of the man who had led them through the desert, except this one was not as tall, and his face was beaming with a wide, welcoming smile. 
‘Greetings,’ he said, bowing as he clasped Mia’s hand. ‘You must be the Bright One, Mia. We have awaited your arrival very gladly. I am Emperor Liam of the Kabduh, and you stand now in the Sands of Anuk.’ 
Mia blinked, bowing as gracefully as she could. This man had tattoos all over his face, and his body was adorned with knives and swords. The whites of his eyes, and the brightness of his teeth stood out in a sharp contrast to his dark skin. 
‘Thank you,’ Mia said, unable to help the grin that spread across her face. ‘It’s a pleasure to be here.’ And she meant it. Despite the sand that had made its way into every crevice of her body, Mia already loved the desert. More than that—she loved that she was on her own, making her own adventure. 
‘Come inside and have tea with us,’ Liam offered, leading her into a tent and sitting down on a mat. ‘You’ve already met my younger brother, Lastaam. Forgive his manner—he doesn’t speak a word of your language.’ 
‘I get the feeling that’s not what he was upset about.’ Mia eyed Lastaam who stood near the entrance to the tent, brooding. 
Liam frowned. ‘I apologise if he was anything but polite to you—he thinks he was being punished by being sent on an errand to look after women.’ 
‘I see.’ Suddenly Mia didn’t think she was going to like Tirana as much as she thought. Claudia moved uncomfortably on the mat beside her. 
‘In any case, your presence is very welcome,’ Liam assured her. ‘I was sent word from the High Queen that you are here to obtain certain information.’ 
‘Yes I, uh...’ All of a sudden Mia wasn’t sure what to say. Now that she was here, she couldn’t figure out what it was, really, that she wanted. 
‘I’ve been having these dreams,’ she started, flustered. There were too many sets of eyes trained on her. ‘I ... I’m not sure...’ 
‘Forgive me for speaking out of turn,’ Gwen interrupted softly. ‘But have you ever heard of the basin of destiny, highness?’ 
The Emperor looked at her, clearly surprised that she had spoken at all. 
‘Of course,’ he replied. ‘There aren’t many who haven’t heard of its power.’ 
‘Well then you will know of the pull it has,’ Gwen said, and looked at Mia. 
Nodding, Mia took over. ‘When I looked in, Emperor,’ she said shakily, ‘I saw something that has led me to Tirana in search of answers, and I think you are the only one who might be able to give them to me.’ 
Everyone in the tent was peering at her intently, and she looked down at the mat before she lost her place again. ‘Have you ever heard of a city called Samaraq?’ 
The silence, somehow, became electric. She had no idea if the men spoke English, or if they were just reacting to the name. Liam stared at her, and suddenly he was no longer looking at her as a young girl, but as a woman who knew more than she should. 
‘How do you know that name?’ he whispered. 
‘I ... I dreamt of it. I  dream of it. Every night. I need to find it. I need your help. Do you know where it is?’ 
He shook his head slowly. ‘It’s gone. Thousands of years ago.’ 
Mia clenched her teeth. ‘I know that. But I need to find it. I  must.’ She leant forward. ‘I know everyone thinks it’s useless, but I have to try. Even if I could find where it once was.’ 
Liam shrugged hopelessly. ‘It is gone. Completely lost to the years. There aren’t even any ruins left. Even if we could find the location where the city once lay, what do you think you will find.’ 
Mia flushed. 
‘I don’t know. I’ll just have to see what happens when we get there,’ she said determinedly. 
‘Do you plan on walking the desert until you come across something? Because it is a very big place—’ 
‘I don’t care!’ she snapped suddenly, her voice in the quiet tent making the men bristle. It took her a moment to control herself. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered, ‘I’m really sorry, I just...’ 
Liam sighed and nodded. ‘A long time ago, there was said to be a scroll written by the Queen of Samaraq, because she knew what was going to happen to her beloved city. The scroll told of where the city lay, and how to find it once it was past the gates of the mortal world. But no one knows if the scroll actually existed.’ 
‘It must be real,’ Mia said excitedly, and Liam shook his head. 
‘Do not be so sure, Mia. Even if we did find the scroll, which we probably will not, we would then have to decipher what it says, locate the site, and somehow follow the orders to find the city.’ 
‘We have to try. Please, Liam,’ Mia pleaded. 
He pondered for a while, then shrugged and smiled. ‘All right. I’ll help you. I’ve seen your kind do some great things, and if this is the wish of your heart, then who am I to deny a Bright One? I’m just warning you not to get your hopes up.’ 
There was silence, and then Liam turned back to his brothers, who were waiting impatiently to converse with him. Mia frowned and looked through the opening of the tent. There were more tents everywhere, and a healthy bustle of people, but beyond that lay endless white sand. She didn’t know how the Kabduh found their way anywhere in the midst of it, and thanked her stars that she had Liam to help her. 
Claudia leant towards her. ‘You are sure?’ 
Mia nodded. ‘We’ve come this far.’ The next day they once again entered the desert, in search of a wise man who Liam thought might be able to help. Lastaam had decided to come along again, even though he seemed to find the task of escorting women as enticing as cleaning the dirt off his shoes. 
Liam rode his horse next to Mia’s. ‘There is an oasis up ahead, and Sharif, our wise man, likes to dwell there,’ he told her as he led them through the sand. ‘Hopefully he will know of what we speak.’ 
Mia was so hot she thought she might melt. She had already shed as many layers of clothing as she could before becoming indecent. On Earth, Mia could wear pretty much anything she wanted, but here in Paragor, and especially Tirana, she had to cover herself. How did the women survive in such heat? 
They came to the oasis half a day later, and Mia collapsed on the water in relief, washing her face and drinking like she’d never tasted water before. It was like a little paradise amid a burning hot hell. She had insect bites all over her face and hands, and she washed them in the water gratefully. Liam left them at the pool and went to find Sharif, returning shortly after to usher them all forward. 
Mia had a sense of foreboding as she entered the tent and saw the ancient man sitting on a mat on the floor. His eyes were shut and he did not stir, even after they were seated opposite him. 
They sat in silence, until Liam snapped something in his language and the man opened his eyes, grinning. 
He had only a few teeth in his mouth, and his face became so wrinkled when he smiled that Mia thought he looked almost mummified. 
‘Thank you for seeing us,’ she said and Liam looked quickly at her. 
‘Do not speak,’ he ordered and Mia frowned, embarrassed. The Emperor turned back to Sharif and began speaking at length in their dialect. Finally, Sharif turned to Mia. 
‘Flame-haired woman,’ he said in a crackly voice, and Mia was surprised that he spoke English. She nodded. ‘You have come here to find something that does not belong to you, and which is not your concern.’ 
Mia frowned again, starting to feel annoyed at the men in this country. ‘I beg to differ, sir,’ she said softly and Liam shook his head. She ignored him. ‘It’s my destiny.’ 
‘ Your destiny? But why?’ Sharif asked after a long silence. ‘You are a woman from a foreign land. This is not even your home. You have dragged these people along with you on a quest that is foolish at best.’ 
Mia suddenly felt gutted. He was right. Everyone was right. She was on a wild goose chase, and had brought all these people from their homes, for what? She had no idea what she was trying so vainly to find. 
She looked down at her hands. She thought about Jack, and all her friends back in Amalia, about what she could be doing with them now if she hadn’t started this mess. 
‘I know it seems foolish,’ she whispered. ‘I know it’s just a hopeless wish. But don’t you think, even for the most impossible tasks, there need to be people who will try anyway? What was lost ... it seems to me that it needs to be found again.’ She paused. ‘I know this isn’t my home,’ Mia said softly. ‘That’s what I’m trying to find.’ 
As soon as the words left her mouth, she realised what had driven her over the sea and the desert. She was searching for a place. 
He looked at her carefully. ‘Your home,’ he repeated. ‘You know nothing about this place.’ 
‘Only because no one will tell me.’ 
‘All right. I shall tell you, so that you may understand your futility.’ Sharif repositioned himself on his mat. Mia felt her heart thump with sudden nerves. 
‘The inhabitants of Samaraq were a great people—cunning warriors, eager to battle, fast to hunt. But they also lived their lives according to pleasures. They were not restricted by many rules. Some Kabduh say that they were banished because of the jealousy of the rest of the world. Some say it was due to fear. The religious practices were supposedly dark and bloody. 
‘The Queen of Samaraq—Nayana—was perhaps the most devout believer in the ideals of equality. The treaty countries did not understand this. They thought her practices were wrong, so Samaraq was banished.’ 
‘Just like that?’ Mia asked, her brow crinkled. ‘I don’t understand—what do you mean by equality?’ 
‘All races and classes of people living together in harmony. It didn’t matter what class you were born into. If you wanted success and wealth, you worked for it. Nor was anyone judged or persecuted for their sexual orientation. Even the Amazonian women, who weren’t allowed in any of the other countries of Paragor because they were thought to be wild women, could live happily in Samaraq.’ 
‘And all this is different from the rest of Paragor?’ 
‘Clearly,’ Sharif murmured, ‘you haven’t been here long. In the end, it was the actions of Nayana herself that caused their downfall.’ 
‘What did she do?’ 
‘Along with training her army in a peculiar, and perhaps more sophisticated way, and allowing her people their freedom, Nayana fell in love with the wrong person.’ 
‘The wrong person?’ Mia repeated. ‘What does that mean?’ 
Sharif shrugged. ‘I do not know any more than that. Only that it was this love that led to the demise of her people.’ Mia sat back. Finally, her incredulity could be contained no longer. 
‘That’s all? An entire race of people were banished from existence because she fell in love with someone?’ That’s the most messed up thing I’ve ever heard! What kind of a world is this? Wasn’t she the queen? Couldn’t she do what she wanted?’ 
‘It was precisely  because she was the queen that this happened. Her actions, unlike those of her people, could not be ignored. It was a last excuse.’ 
Mia shook her head, not knowing how to respond. 
‘I have told you why Samaraq was banished. Now you must tell me why you seek to find it,’ Sharif ordered. 
Mia sighed. ‘I honestly don’t know. I feel like maybe I have a connection with it. I can’t explain. Can’t you just help me find the scroll?’ 
Sharif shrugged. ‘There is no scroll.’ 
Mia thought she might burst into tears. 
‘But there is a map. I will tell you where to find it.’ 
Mia gave a loud whoop ‘Thank you! But ... why? I thought you said I was a foreigner with no connection to any of this.’ 
Sharif smiled wryly, and then slowly he began to laugh. He didn’t stop for a long time. Finally he said, ‘There was never any doubt in my mind that you should be the one to find this city. I just needed to hear you fight for it.’ 

Part 3
Nayana
 They bowed low on the ground before her, their bodies prostrate. There were thousands of them—they filled the wide road as far back as the gate in the distance. She stepped up to the dais that had been set on the front steps of the palace. Her ladies had dressed her in royal purple and gold, but the mood in her heart did not reflect the vividness of her gown. There was death in her this day.
 Tye was behind her—she didn’t need to look to know that—and she took comfort from his presence. Their conversation last night had been heartbreaking. He had wanted to leave her.
 She had told him, without jest or humour, that if he left her while he still had feelings for her, she would have him killed for treason. He hadn’t laughed. He’d known how serious she was. He had simply nodded and asked her what her strategy would be.
 ‘People of Samaraq,’ Queen Nayana said, her voice strong and pitched to carry. ‘We have come out of this war in triumph. We have survived, and we are stronger for it.’ There was no response to this as there had been the first time she had stood here, when she had announced their defeat of the Scourge. Then there had been a mighty cheer of ecstasy, of relief and pride. Now they waited, sensing that something was wrong.
 ‘But our trials are not over,’ she went on. ‘We are being tested again.’ Gods, this was so hard. It was too much to ask of them. But of one thing she was sure. Nayana knew, more deeply than she knew any other truth, that someone should not be punished or persecuted for love. It was about freedom, and it extended to every aspect of their way of life here in the desert. The king and queen in Amalia would love to punish them for any number of the liberties they took.
 So she would press forward. She would not apologise. She would fight. And Nayana hoped, beyond anything she’d ever hoped for, that her people were truly her people. That she had taught them well enough for them to understand, and agree with her.
 ‘As all of you know, we have but one rule here. No discrimination of any kind. You are allowed, nay—encouraged—to love and marry whomever you please, regardless of class, wealth, race or sex. It seems that the treaty countries of Paragor would not allow me the same freedom.’
 She paused to search the faces below her. All kinds of people, from all over the world, who had come to live in the city that allowed them to be who they wished to be.
 ‘It is an easy thing to preach from a golden throne in a palace, ruling the city I live in. It is not so easy when it is I who is being condemned for my actions, by powers stronger than my own. But what kind of a queen would I be if I cowed at the first sign of reproach? If I cast away my beliefs at the first sign of danger?’
 Nayana shook her head, knowing that she had not yet come to the hardest part. She spread her hands, sighing.
 ‘They would have us punished—all of us—because I am in love with a servant,’ she said bluntly. ‘They would have me denounce my actions and name them wrong. They would have me take away all of your rights and turn this country into a colony of theirs. They propose a governor from their own city be sent here to act as a ruler alongside me, to watch over us and enforce our new way of life.’
 There were cries of outrage and fear from the enormous crowd.
 ‘Do you know what I told them?’ she cried and there came a stillness, a silence so deep it sank into her heart. ‘I told them I would rather die a thousand deaths, or endure being tortured for the rest of eternity, than to accept such an appalling insult!’
 A cheer erupted then, louder than she’d ever heard. Louder than when they’d defeated the Scourge.
 Nayana smiled. A smile of love, of defiance—a smile of pride.
 ‘Will you stand with me?’ she cried out to her people. ‘Will you stand with me against tyranny, against allowing an outsider to rule us in our own city?’
 Amid the deafening screams and cheers the queen turned around to look at the man behind her. She reached her hand out for him. He hesitated. His own pride was clear in his eyes, but so too was his worry.
 ‘Please,’ she whispered so that only he could hear.
 After a moment he took hold of her hand, and she drew him to her. And in front of her whole city, in front of every man and woman and child there, she allowed her dark-skinned servant to embrace her, as was their right.



Chapter 17
Jane looked into the darkened sky, streaked through with moving shadows. She shivered, hugging her arms around her body. There was no way she could describe the sensation of feeling alive again. No words to describe how her exhausted body seemed to revel in the fact that she was here in the real world. The relief was infinite. What she’d been met with upon her return, however, was not particularly relieving. 
‘You never wear enough clothing,’ a voice said from behind her and she turned to see Fern passing her his cloak. She took it impassively, knowing he was immune to the cold. 
They stood together on the battlements of the ice castle and looked over the barren ground. Most of the forest had been torn down to make it easier to see oncoming attacks. The grass grew no longer, and there were large patches of burnt ground. 
‘What has happened to the world?’ Jane whispered. 
Fern shook his head, saying nothing. After a moment he murmured, ‘Do you see that smudge on the horizon?’ 
Jane shielded her eyes against the setting sun. ‘Yes.’ 
‘It’s the Elvish watch-tower. If you ever see the light on it flashing, alert someone.’ 
Jane nodded and pulled the cloak tighter about her. Large, black clouds were moving in quickly above them. She’d been in the ice castle only an afternoon and had been warmly welcomed by Liensenne and the other princes. She’d been shown to a beautiful room and invited to stay for as long as she wanted. 
Only a few hours later and she already felt claustrophobic. She thought about the meeting that had just taken place below them in the meeting hall. She had followed Fern inside, accepting that she had to be involved now. That she  wanted to be involved. It was her duty. She wasn’t going to fight it anymore. 
Quickly moving to the opposite side of the table to Fern, she sat down and realised belatedly that this meant she was going to be directly facing him. The queen and the other two princes joined them and Jane looked around expectantly. 
‘Jane,’ Eben said, taking the lead as the eldest prince. ‘There are unfortunate tidings for you to hear, I’m afraid. In the last two years, things have changed in Paragor.’ 
And so she had come to learn of the terrifying creatures that threatened the world. She listened in horror, not understanding how this place could be so different to how she remembered it. 
‘What’s being done?’ she asked when the story was finished. Her eyes automatically went to Fern’s. 
‘Not a lot,’ he replied softly. ‘The Elves have distributed special protecting threads throughout the three treaty countries, but they can’t cover every single town. There are many places that are being ravaged.’ 
‘Is there some way we can fight them?’ 
‘They can be killed if they attack physically,’ Silven murmured, ‘But they don’t always attack that way.’ 
‘Uns Lapodis and Lapis Matyr have armies of men who take turns in the watch-towers that are spread throughout the countries, but all they really do is sit and wait to be killed.’ 
‘And here in Cynis Witron?’ 
‘The Elves fight, but the humans don’t know how,’ Fern told her. 
The meeting dissolved without much being solved. Now, standing on the roof with Fern, Jane shook her head. ‘We need to do something,’ she said softly. 
Fern nodded and unconsciously shifted his hand to rest on the sword at his belt. 
‘I’m already planning a defence line. My father’s men are in terrible disarray. The first thing that needs to be done is to sort out a proper fighting force and train them to take control of their country. This can be done by joining the Elvish people with those men in Sitadel and gathering all able-bodied lads from the other towns.’ 
Jane’s eyebrows arched. ‘How will your mother feel about that alliance?’ 
‘I don’t care,’ he said flatly. ‘She wanted me to marry so I’d be considered able to make a proper contribution to my people, and I’ve done that. If she doesn’t like what I plan, I have no doubt that the princes will side with me and we can overthrow her.’ There was ferocity in his voice that surprised Jane. She’d never heard him speak badly of any of his family. 
She thought of Blaise, killed by Accolon in a tournament, and felt her chest constrict. 
‘Something has to be done,’ he continued savagely. ‘How did they let it get like this?’ 
Jane looked sideways at him. ‘The king is old, and the people were lost without their Bright Prince.’ 
He met her eyes; she ached to lean towards him, to have him smile like he used to, but snapping them out of the moment came a sound from behind them. 
‘Forgive me for startling you,’ the tall, slender woman said, her voice a trickle of laughter. ‘Jane!’ Athena cried, running forward to take the girl in a graceful embrace. 
‘Athena,’ Jane said awkwardly, returning the hug as best she could, feeling clumsy and oafish. 
‘It’s been so long,’ Athena smiled, pulling away to look at Jane. The Elf looked as beautiful and as youthful as she always had. ‘And when we heard of your disappearance...’ The woman’s face grew ashen and Jane thought with horror that she almost looked like she might shed a tear. 
‘I’m fine though,’ Jane said quickly, trying to smile. 
‘And thank the goddess for that,’ Athena hooked her arm through her husband’s. ‘We would have missed you a great deal.’ 
‘I hear Fern was gone as long as I was,’ Jane said uncomfortably, making sure not to look at him. 
Athena glanced up and seemed to hold him even tighter. ‘Yes. It is always a deep sorrow for the Elvish to lose one of their own, and especially a prince so young.’ 
‘Well I’m fine too,’ Fern muttered gruffly, squeezing Athena’s hand and looking away from both women. ‘And there are more important matters to worry about now.’ 
Jane was aware that her face didn’t seem to be able to relax into any normal expression. She felt awkward and couldn’t help clenching her jaw. She ached to be somewhere she would not have to look at the couple, holding hands and touching bodies. Athena looked at her husband with such adoration that it made Jane want to recoil. An agonising poison threaded through her veins, paralysing her to the spot. 
‘Well,’ Athena said briskly, her smile still just as warm, ‘I shall be on my way—there are things to be done, and I’m sure the two of you have much catching up to do.’ She kissed Fern lightly on the cheek and swept elegantly from the roof. 
Jane and Fern stood in awkward silence, not looking at each other. 
‘I’m sorry,’ he said, his voice hoarse. 
Jane covered her eyes with her hands. ‘I feel sick with guilt. It’s not going to work, me staying here.’ 
‘No, Jane, it will. It’s going to be fine,’ he tried. 
‘How?’ she hissed suddenly. ‘How could it possibly be fine?’ Jane turned away from him and gave a long whistle. Moments later the unicorns appeared in the sky and landed on the roof in front of them. His rejection was like a wound that gaped wide, and being around him had the strange effect of making it better and worse at the same time. 
‘Jane,’ Fern said hurriedly as she mounted a creature. ‘Where are you going?’ 
‘I just need to clear my head.’ 
‘Do not go far—it’s not safe at night. Plus there’s a mighty storm heading this way.’ 
Jane nodded, her lips tight, and took off into the sky, knowing that if she didn’t get away from him she would suffocate. 
Altor arrived at the palace in Sitadel to find King Cornelius waiting for him in the entrance hall. He was greeted with much pleasure and shown straight to a feast in the main hall. Altor accepted all the formalities and the meal with as much politeness as he could manage, but having discussed his country’s desire to offer aid over dinner, his princely duty was done. 
‘Forgive me, highness,’ he said. ‘But I have had a long day and wish to retire.’ 
‘Of course, dear boy,’ the old man cried. ‘You must forgive us for keeping you from your bed for so long. I’ll have you shown to your room.’ 
Altor nodded, gave a crisp bow and turned for the door. But the old man’s kindness had him pausing a moment, thoughts running through his mind. 
He hesitated, but in the end, curiosity got the better of him. 
‘King Cornelius,’ he said softly. ‘One question. Would you tell me—what your son was like when he was alive?’ 
A grief stricken expression crossed the old king’s face, and Altor immediately regretted the question. Cornelius motioned for Altor to join him once more. 
‘What would you like to know?’ A different man sat with Altor now, a lost soul trapped within his grief. 
Altor clasped his hands together and stared at the table. ‘Most of the stories about Prince Fern had him gallivanting about the countryside, not giving a single thought to his responsibilities as a prince.’ 
Cornelius grimaced. ‘He gave me at least half the grey hairs on my head, that boy was so wild.’ 
The corners of Altor’s mouth twitched. 
‘But when it came to his people, his army, and his duty, there was never anyone more committed or determined. His courage in battle was a beacon of hope for us all.’ 
Altor’s smile disappeared, the king’s words ringing in his ears. 
Cornelius eyed him carefully and gently rested a hand on his shoulder. ‘It didn’t always lie easily with him though, son. Fern, like many, struggled with expectations. He wanted to be free, but he also loved his people. I think he was always trying to find a balance.’ 
Altor nodded stiffly and stood to leave again. Another thought occurred to him. ‘He spent a lot of time in the Elvish city, didn’t he? His mother is queen there?’ 
Cornelius nodded. ‘Despite that witch, the ice city is the first wonder of the world. I’d recommend you visit it before you head home.’ 
Altor stared at him. ‘You know? I think I will.’ Two years ago when she flew into the sky, Jane had not really known why. She had climbed atop the unicorns without any knowledge, only a strange sense of certainty that it was necessary. She had been going to wait. To wait for Fern. 
But she knew now that it was more than that. An even greater reason compelled her to leave the land of mortals. 
It was so she could remember her past life in Paragor. 
A long time ago, on a boat sailing home from Guanu, Fern had told her a story about the one true god, the Great One, and his demise. He had spoken to her about the destroying force that was the Scourge, how this hybrid demon had wanted the land to himself, and had tried to overthrow the Great One. 
There had come a saviour, the High Princess Amara. Fern told Jane how Amara had saved Paragor by banishing the Scourge, how she had turned the El~araih so that they served only the true leaders of Paragor. He told her how Amara had dived over the cliffs of the mountain in Cynis Witron, killing herself because of her grief at something unknown, and how the cliffs had been named after her. 
A thousand years ago. 
And what Jane had remembered, finally, was that she had been Amara. 
Many lifetimes ago,  she had been the child of light, saviour of mankind.  She had made the seven artworks of passion, only one of which was still intact in the church on Guanu, and  she had jumped from the cliffs. 
Now here she was, reborn again, as a girl from another world. 
Jane didn’t understand the connections. She didn’t understand anything, except why the six of them had been drawn back here. Why they had crossed through the portal, why they had felt the need to help Paragor even though it was not their home. It was because, a thousand years ago, it had been. 
Now she stood at the exact point on the cliffs of Amara from where she had once jumped, staring at the endless countryside below her. She turned to look at the two wonderful creatures grazing idly behind her. 
Could she just go back? Spend the rest of this life riding with them into oblivion? She was just a girl—a child really—her life not yet nearly over. She didn’t want to return to the unforgiving sky, the coldness she had endured for years. The thought made her sick with longing for all the things she knew she would miss. 
Jane thought, of course, of Fern. She looked at her hands, turning them over before her eyes, knowing she had not aged a day since she left. She was still seventeen. She was nowhere near ready to think about marriage. She’d never even had a boyfriend! And now, a man she loved, a man who was completely wrong for her in so many ways, had gone and married someone else. Athena could offer Fern something that Jane could not, something his entire kingdom needed from him—she was the woman who could be his queen. 
It was probably right, in the end, for him to have married. 
But if that was true—that Jane and Fern were not meant to be together—then why had they loved each other in a different lifetime? 
Shaking her head and banishing all thoughts of boys from her mind, she closed her eyes and tried to focus on the niggling voices. They tapped against her senses, and she realised with delight that if she thought about her friends, their voices became clear and defined and as if they were standing right next to her. 
Five voices, all at once, screamed her name in excitement and worry. 
 Jane, talk to us!
 How are you? Are you hurt?
 Answer, Jane, if you can.
 Where are you, for Christ sakes?
Mia and Jack were here! Finally, at last, present in Paragor. Jane smiled, a sudden, bright burst of happiness in her heart. The terror of not finding them had been ever-present. 
Her thoughts, apparently, were being transmitted to her friends and she realised she needed to figure out how this worked. 
 We’re fine! Mia said excitedly.  We only crossed over a week or so ago—I think there was some kind of time gap or something.
 Yeah and now the rest of you are old, Jack said, his voice tired and wry. 
 But Jane, where are you? Anna interrupted.  We need to see you—there’s so much going on!
Jane nodded, forgetting they couldn’t see.  I know. I’m going to stay at the Elvish castle for a while and see if I can help them figure out a plan to face these Valkyries.
 Can’t you come and see us? Mia whined.  Me first—I’m in Tirana traipsing around in the sand!
 And whose fault is that? Jack snapped and Jane was stunned to feel the amount of animosity between the two of them. 
 Soon, she promised. It occurred to her belatedly that Luca hadn’t said anything. As she thought of him, his mind-voice became clearer, as if she could actually see it, and Jane winced at the dark, heavy colour of it. 
 Are the rest of you all right?
 Fine, came the replies. She wasn’t going to be satisfied this way—she needed to see them all. A strong desire to jump on her unicorns and fly straight to them made its way through her, but she clamped a lid on it—she needed to talk to Fern, however much she might want to avoid him. She knew that he would be the one to help her come up with a plan. The descent of Paragor over the last two years needed to be faced. 
 Make sure you keep me updated on what you are all doing and where you are, she said to them  . Let me know if you come up with any plans and I’ll do the same. This mind-talking thing is seriously awesome, by the way.
 I know, right? Harry exclaimed.  But are you sure you’re all right? Where have you been?
 It’s a long story. I’m fine though. And I have to go, but I’ll try to get to you as quickly as I can, she promised, and with a very reluctant sigh, shut her mind. Jane was startled to notice that while they’d been talking, a great deal of time had passed, and the sky had now darkened with fat storm clouds. Quickly she pulled herself onto one of the unicorns and then set off back to the ice city, pushing her mounts hard to try and beat the rain. 
Altor pushed his horse harder, flattening himself against its neck and feeling the hoof-beats vibrate through his body. In the distance he could see it—a sparkling white city made of ice. He’d never been here before, but he’d heard enough stories to know the Elvish people got up to a lot of mischief within the walls of this place. 
He came upon the city just as the rain started to fall. Once inside the palace, the queen came to greet him in the entrance hall. Walls of ice sparkled around him and he bowed his head respectfully. 
‘This is a surprise,’ Liensenne murmured. Her cold temper was famous throughout the world, and Altor looked at her closely, intrigued by her ageless beauty. ‘What brings you here, Black Prince of Lapis Matyr?’ 
‘I’m searching for something, lady,’ he replied, his eyes flashing. ‘A prince.’ 
‘We have more than one here, my lord,’ she said just as carefully, regarding him intently. 
‘A prince who is half human, and long since dead.’ 
There was silence. A flash of anger passed through the queen’s eyes but she merely smiled. ‘You are surprisingly well informed.’ 
Altor blinked in confusion. He only meant that he wanted to visit the prince’s memorial stone, for it was rumoured to be the most beautiful monument in the world. What was the queen talking about? 
Liensenne frowned. ‘He’s not in the palace. I will send for him. In the meantime, you might enjoy waiting for him on the roof—it has a superb view of the countryside.’ 
The view, Altor decided, was not superb. All he could see, in every direction, was evidence of the country’s degeneration. Plus, the sky was dark and the rain instantly drenched him. 
What in the world was going on here? Liensenne seemed to think he was looking for a living person, and had sent him up here to wait. Were they playing some cruel joke on him? It seemed in very poor taste to joke about a son who hadn’t been gone all that long. 
He walked to the battlements and folded his arms stubbornly. Thunder like he’d never heard clapped overhead and wind threatened to blow him over the edge. Altor was about to turn around when something flashed through the dark sky. 
A comet, bright and fast. Or no—a woman, and two creatures of wonder. They landed, much too fast on the ice roof of the castle, and the woman was thrown off and dashed into the side of the battlements. 
Before Altor could move, the woman stood up shakily, and looked at him. And his breath was taken away. 
Firstly because she was alive after having had her body smashed against a stone wall. And secondly; she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. 
He wondered for a moment if he was hallucinating. Tall and slim, her long dark hair hung in tendrils down her back, and her brown eyes shone dazzlingly. She was dressed in a simple tunic and breeches that looked old and dirty, but she stood with an air of majesty, which even he, a prince, had never seen. There was ice in her stare, and sorrow and excitement. 
Altor, who always had clever words for everything, was rendered speechless. 
‘I’m sorry,’ she said softly, and until then he might have thought she was some ephemeral, inhuman creature. Then he heard her, and he realised she was just a girl, much younger that he had imagined, with fear and humour and everything human in her voice. 
‘Who are you?’ he asked, stepping towards her so that they could speak through the rain. She stepped away from him, hesitating. ‘My name is ... Jane. I’m a Stranger.’ 
Altor felt his mouth drop. ‘ You’re Jane? Where have you been?’ 
‘I’m sorry,’ she said, her voice faint, ‘but I am not feeling ... myself. If I could find somewhere to lie down...?’ 
He was just in time to catch her as she fell to the ground in a faint. 
Athena and a small group of Elvish women sat next to Jane as she lay in bed. Altor had carried her in through the storm’s darkness, and it was now very late at night. The healer had said she was fine, only exhausted and in need of rest. Altor moved to stand by the window, folding his arms as he watched her sleeping. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. It was hours before Jane finally woke. 
‘Hello,’ she said softly, rubbing her eyes. She looked real now, not like the unearthly creature from the roof. 
‘Jane!’ Athena said, leaning down to embrace her. 
Jane returned the hug half-heartedly and then sat back against her pillow, her eyes meeting Altor’s across the room. 
‘What happened?’ Athena asked. ‘How did you get caught in that horrible storm?’ 
‘I didn’t realise it was so close, I guess.’ Jane’s voice was vague, distracted, her eyes locked on Altor. For an instant it felt like it was just the two of them in the room. She was looking at him like ... she  knew him. A thought crossed his mind, a ridiculous thought, but once it was in his head he couldn’t shake it. It seemed like this girl, this girl he’d met for only seconds, was looking at Altor as though she ...  loved him. Gods, what an idiotic thought. This ice castle was messing with his head. But why was she looking at him like that? 
‘Can I have a moment alone with my rescuer?’ Jane asked softly, never moving her gaze from his. 
Athena blinked, surprised, and then clapped her hands. ‘Of course. We’d best let you get some rest anyway,’ she murmured. ‘I’m so glad you’re all right. I’ll send Fern in when he gets back.’ 
Altor broke away from Jane’s stare to look at the princess in shock. ‘Excuse me?  Who will you send in?’ 
Athena paused, biting her lip, then shrugged helplessly. ‘Fern is back. He’s alive, I mean. His sister—she is a necromancer. Surely you knew that?’ 
Altor stared at her, dumbfounded. He felt his insides quiver with excitement. Athena gave Jane a last look then left the room. 
‘Gods,’ Altor whispered, staring sightlessly at the wall, his brain whirling with all that this news meant. His idol, the one man he’d measured himself against, was  alive. For so long Altor had carried the weight of disappointment that came from believing he would never get to meet this man, the one person in the world he thought he might have a chance of respecting. And now—
All thoughts of the Elvish Prince flew from Altor’s mind when the weight of a body pummelled into him, shoving him against the wall. 
A strangled grunt of surprise left his mouth before he realised the girl was ...  hugging him. 
‘Al!’ she cried, clutching onto him. Altor stood, frozen, and Jane pulled back, looking into his face, her smile wide and vibrant. ‘It’s so wonderful to see you!’ 
He opened his mouth to reply, but words failed him and he shut it again. 
Jane laughed and then padded back to her bed, pulling the covers over her and grinning. ‘Sorry,’ she smiled. ‘I must seem like a crazy person. One day I’ll explain, but not yet. All I’ll tell you is that I’ve missed you more than I can say.’ 
Slowly he made his way over to the bed, watching her closely, trying to figure out if maybe she really was insane. But that look, as if she truly loved him, was more real than any look he’d ever received. 
‘Do you have me confused with someone else? We’ve never met!’ he blurted out. 
She laughed again, high and cheeky. After a moment she nodded. ‘You’re right. I’m sorry.’ But her expression didn’t change as she continued to beam at him. 
‘How do you even know my name?’ 
Jane shrugged, unperturbed. ‘Maybe I don’t after all. What is it?’ 
Altor looked at her a moment, then smiled crookedly, suddenly amused by her sly happiness. ‘Prince Altor of Lapis Matyr at your service.’ 
‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Prince Altor. I’m Jane.’ 
‘I know who you are. You told me on the roof.’ Slowly he felt his composure returning. His mind lingered on her embrace, startling him by how fond he already was of the memory. 
‘Wait a minute! Wasn’t I only gone two years? You were just a kid when I left!’ 
He nodded. 
Jane scrutinised him. ‘You’re going to have to spell it out for me, Al. Why do you look my age?’ 
Altor turned away, enjoying the fleeting moment of her ignorance. After he explained, there would be a new look in her eyes, the same one his mother gave him, a look of pity and fear. He turned back to her, resigned to the inevitable. ‘Accelerated ageing. A parting gift from my late father. By next year I’ll probably be middle-aged.’ 
Her eyes widened. ‘You’re kidding, right?’ 
‘Yes. I am. This is how a normal nine-year-old boy should look.’ 
‘Oh my god, Al, that sucks,’ she murmured, ignoring his sarcasm. ‘You must get people telling you that all the time though, right? And I bet you hate it.’ 
He was amazed to see that she looked truly upset. He could see her visibly reel in her emotions before she smiled again. ‘Well, at least you get to skip puberty. My acne was terrible when I was fifteen.’ 
Altor was unable to suppress a bark of surprised laughter. She grinned in return, and for once he didn’t feel like a freak. Nor was he repulsed by the sadness in her eyes, because with Jane, it didn’t seem like pity. 
‘Well, however old you are,’ she went on cheerfully, ‘Thanks for bringing me inside!’ 
He gave her a dazzling smile. ‘Couldn’t just leave a damsel to her distress now could I?’ 
Jane cocked her head to one side. ‘You call that distress? I think you need to meet a real damsel.’ 
They grinned at each other, then he caught himself and looked away. 
Altor knew he should leave—it was inappropriate to be alone in her room with her, especially when she seemed to be so disoriented, but something held him in place. 
Jane folded her hands in her lap. ‘It’s really strange, seeing you like this. It’s sort of unfair, isn’t it? Like I blinked, and you’re all grown up.’ 
Altor frowned. ‘You don’t have to tell me how unfair it is. In any case,’ he went on quickly, ‘At least I wasn’t missing from the world completely. They worried about you.’ 
She didn’t respond, just kept her heavy gaze trained on him. 
Quickly Altor shrugged. ‘I should leave you now. Fern is on his way here. I might let you see him in private before I introduce myself.’ His mind started whirling again at the thought. 
‘No!’ Jane said quickly. ‘Please don’t let him in. I don’t want to see him.’ 
‘Why?’ Altor asked. ‘I thought the two of you were friends...?’ 
‘No!’ she assured him. ‘I mean, we are, but I just ... don’t want to see him right now. Can you understand that? I ... we...’ 
‘Had a fight?’ 
Jane shook her head slowly, throwing him a helpless look. Shrugging, she sighed, ‘He got married. That’s all. He just got married.’ 
Altor stared at Jane. She seemed tiny and fragile in that moment, and there was a hollow look in her eyes. Altor thought he was beginning to understand. He thought he’d heard the stories a million times, thought he knew the extent of everything that had happened when the Strangers first arrived. But he suddenly realised that there was so much more than he could ever hope to understand. There were so many layers to the people from the stories, so much lost between the telling of their tales. Who could have imagined that this girl, the saviour of their world, unbelievably beautiful in so many ways, would fall in love with their shining prince, a boy who’d sacrificed himself for his people? It seemed so utterly romantic it had to have been made up, but at the same time, deeply fitting. 
‘He won’t come anywhere near you if that is what you wish,’ Altor said, his voice low and certain. Jane saw a shadow pass over his face and wondered who this young boy had turned into. 



Chapter 18
‘The map is among the stars,’ Sharif said and then refused to say anything more. 
‘But what—?’ Mia exclaimed. 
‘We are leaving now,’ Liam stated firmly. 
‘No, wait! I need to find out more!’ she protested. 
Liam turned on her. ‘You cannot bend everyone to your will just by speaking out of turn, Mia!’ 
‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t mean to be rude.’ 
Gwen was at her side immediately. ‘You weren’t,’ she said pointedly. ‘You have every right to speak—don’t let these men talk down to you. And never apologise when you have done nothing wrong.’ 
Mia stared at her, then nodded. The words, suddenly, reminded her of Jane. Once again she thought of Jack, and how he had constantly talked down to her. She thought of their parting. Of the words that had flown from her mouth, turning her into a girl who could walk away from a guy, and not just follow him. 
Once they were gathered back at the camp, Mia slumped down against a tree. 
‘What does he mean? Liam, how can we find something in the stars?’ 
‘I don’t know. Perhaps it is a star map and we can see it from here?’ 
She brightened. ‘Okay. I guess that means we have to wait until dark.’ 
Mia sat quietly for the whole afternoon, though it took her supreme effort. So many thoughts rushed through her mind, but she knew if she voiced them she would only distress the others. 
Night took a long time in coming, but once it did they couldn’t find anything that resembled a map in the stars. They looked long into the night, until their necks cramped and their eyes blurred with fatigue. 
Mia felt a terrible sense of failure, and sat up from where she had been lying on the ground. ‘It’s no use. If there are maps in the stars then it’s a complete waste because none of us know how to read them!’ 
One by one they looked over at her. ‘Maybe we’ve misread the clue we were given,’ she said, deflated. ‘Let’s just go to sleep.’ Mia lay back down, close to tears. As hard as she tried though, she couldn’t sleep. Her eyes kept opening to take another look at the sky. 
Finally she’d had enough. Sitting, she dragged her eyes to the dark pools in front of her. Like opals, she thought, with flecks of light reflected from the stars. Liam called these pools the Tears of Minerva. Secrets of the ages were held within their depths. 
Mia stood, her chest tight. The others were asleep by now, and she contemplated the mysterious tears that floated before her. 
There were stars in the pool. Shining out of the water, reflected from the sky. 
Without thinking, Mia undressed, taking off her outer layers so that she was left in only her white shift and underwear. The water was icy cold, and she waded up to her waist, cringing. She felt a strange sense of foreboding. Now that she was in the water, it had a haunted feel to it. 
So, instead of thinking, Mia dove into the centre of the pool and pushed herself deep into the water. 
The cold winded her, shocking her and setting her skin on fire. Quickly Mia swam, knowing somehow that she had to go as deep as she possibly could. 
Her lungs began to hurt as she propelled herself into the dark depths. All light left the water, and her sense of direction was gone, and all she could think about was going further down. 
Finally, just as a sense of panic began to attack her and the last of her air ran out, an image appeared before her. A man, dark skinned and handsome, stared out at her, his eyes such a deep brown as she had never seen. 
 Who are you? Mia thought, and somehow she knew he heard her. 
 Someone you should remember, he replied sadly, and she was shocked at the longing in his eyes.  Find us.
 Come to Samaraq. How? she thought in despair,  I don’t know where to look.
 Yes you do. Just remember. Now go. You fade.
The image of the city was in her head again now. The man disappeared. Mia felt a sudden burst of pain in her chest, and struggled to swim upwards. It was so far, and all of a sudden she didn’t know which way was up. Panic struck her, and a bone deep sense of terror. 
Then, like a dark angel, the man floated through the water and pressed his mouth upon her own. Suddenly he was blowing air into her lungs, and she knew then that he was no apparition. 
Mia felt a new sense of strength. Upwards she struggled, and finally, she caught a glimpse of light from the stars above. She broke the surface and pulled air into her empty lungs in huge, gasping breaths. The others were standing at the edge of the pool and Claudia screamed with relief. Gwen waded into the water and helped Mia out as her limbs were numb with cold. 
‘What in the name of Adar were you doing?’ Liam asked, horrified, at the same time that his brother spat out some unknown words. ‘The Tears of Minerva are icy, killing pools!’ 
‘I know where the city is, and I know how to bring it back,’ Mia said through chattering teeth. At the same moment she spoke, she felt a sharp recognition in her mind, and she realised that Jane was back. 



Chapter 19
Ria answered the door and let him in. He looked terrifying in his dark cloak, the hood raised. Her heart had been thumping all day at the mere thought of him. 
‘Hi,’ Luca said. 
‘Hello. Come in.’ 
In silence they sat down to a meal that her cook had prepared for them. 
‘You work for the king, do you?’ Ria asked awkwardly. Luca just nodded. ‘I suppose all of you must.’ 
‘No, actually. You will know of Anna’s work—she does that for Paragor, not for Accolon. And Harry lives in Burmia, working for Satine.’ 
The way he spoke of these people, as though they were not in the least bit special. Ria sometimes had to remind herself that Luca was just as famous and revered as any member of a royal family. 
Ria nodded. ‘Do you live in the palace, then?’ 
Again he nodded. 
Flushed, she took a sip of her wine, relieved to feel the familiar burn down her throat. Luca didn’t seem to be making any effort. He sat silently staring at his food. 
‘Do you blame me?’ he asked her suddenly, looking up to meet her eyes. She stared at him, taken aback. 
‘Blame you for what?’ 
‘For not looking after you when you were in your coma. For leaving you to the nurses. For not coming here sooner. For ... not protecting you from the music.’ 
Don’t cry, she begged herself. Summoning all her resolve, she gave him a careless smile. ‘I don’t blame you, Luca. I didn’t want those things from you anyway.’ 
His dark eyes bored into hers, and then he nodded, turning back to his food. Suddenly she wished she hadn’t lied. Anything to keep him talking, to have him be a real person instead of this wraith sitting opposite her. 
‘No one could have protected me, Luca. That was the power of the music—the burden was mine alone.’ 
‘Do you still sing?’ he asked her. 
‘No. Do you?’ 
He shook his head. 
‘Do you ... miss the way things used to be?’ she asked, her voice barely more than a whisper. He looked up at the ceiling then, as though he could see right through it. ‘I don’t mean in the world,’ she hastened to add. ‘I don’t mean the Valkyries, or the slave trade or anything like that. I mean ... you and me.’ 
‘Of course I do,’ he murmured eventually. ‘I miss the innocence of it. Of us.’ 
Her breath caught in her throat. So much had been stolen from them in that battle. How could it be fair? 
‘But life happens,’ he said bluntly, breaking into her thoughts. ‘We can’t be children forever.’ 
Ria looked down at the table. ‘I never really got the chance to be a child anyway,’ she muttered. 
At that something in him seemed to change. A tiny portion of the hardness around him melted away. 
‘I’m sorry,’ he said, struggling. Luca rose out of his chair and moved to sit closer to her. ‘I know I’ve changed, but I can’t ... seem to figure out how to change back. There’s just so much darkness in the world. How could we not be affected by it?’ 
Ria felt her hands start to tremble. She had no idea what to say to him, how to deal with his pain. Luca reached over and put a hand on top of hers. Ria held her breath, not sure what she wanted to happen. He was looking at her softly, with a shadow of his old tenderness, and she leant forward a little, hope flaring inside her—
‘Jane!’ he said suddenly, the word hitting her like a slap. Ria sat back instantly, shocked to hear him voice the insecurity she’d always had, and tried not to show how much the wound hurt. 
‘No,’ he said, seeing her expression. ‘I didn’t mean ... It’s just—she’s back! I can feel her in my head.’ 
Ria nodded and tried to smile, but couldn’t help thinking how dangerously close she had come to falling over the precipice again. Luca sat back and closed his eyes, concentrating. His face, she noticed, relaxed and made him look much younger. 
She stood up and started clearing the table. She had already dismissed her servants for the night. After a long while Luca opened his eyes again and looked for her. 
‘Sorry,’ he started to say but she interrupted him with a false smile. 
‘You’ll need somewhere to stay, yes? I’ve had a spare room made up; it should have everything you need. There is a washroom down the hall. Goodnight.’ 
Ria walked into her room and closed the door. For a moment she just stood next to her bed, breathing heavily, telling herself to calm down. 
There was a man here, changed greatly, and yet not so changed. And there was another man with red hair, fiery like his heart. And she’d never felt more confused. 
Luca watched Ria disappear and then he shut his own bedroom door. He opened the window to let in some air, then lay down on top of the covers, staring at the ceiling. 
And then Luca allowed his mind to slide out and feel around for hers, revelling in the presence of her, the closeness of her. He let their minds touch, and he breathed a sigh of relief at the fact that finally she was back. And the simple fact that Jane allowed him just to lie with her, their minds touching, because she knew how much he loved her and always would, was enough to melt everything inside him until he leaked with tears. 
Memory had become her fear. It allowed her to relive the moments that caused her the most pain in all the worlds and all the lifetimes. She could not escape it. Jane sat with her legs dangling over the battlements, remembering the moment in which her world had been turned upside down. 
She did not realise it, but she was absently fingering the pearl that hung around her throat. 
Fern had been with her in the past life. And because it had been their first life, so too was it their first meeting. 
Amara, who would one day be Jane, had woken under the night stars in a small glade. Her eyes were the same brown that they would always be, no matter how many times she was reborn. 
Then he’d come through the trees and seen her, and their eyes had met. She had fallen in love, for the first time, in the space of a step through the trees. 
It had been different the second time, in this lifetime. They had both been wary. Without even knowing why, they had pulled back, their instincts telling them it could be dangerous. Well, they had been right. 
Jolting her out of her reverie, Altor came to stand beside her, not looking at her, but out over the wide expanse of plain. 
‘I love it up here,’ he said quietly. She didn’t reply. 
‘Come now,’ he said, ‘Women who cry are exceedingly unappealing.’ 
‘I’m not crying.’ 
‘No, but you look like you might.’ 
Jane shook her head stonily. ‘I’m not going to cry over him. I promise.’ 
Altor frowned. ‘Come inside, Jane. It’s cold, and I don’t want to have to rescue you again.’ 
‘I think, Altor, that a little cold air is not going to do me any harm, after everything else.’ 
‘Still...’ he said softly. Jane looked at him, at his dark eyes, and she remembered the way he’d once looked at her with that exact same gaze. So long ago, in another life. Jane knew he was feeling it—the connection between the two of them—but he would have no clue from where it came. Memories flooded her mind but she shoved them away and allowed Altor to help her off the battlement. Now was not the time to approach things that had occurred over a thousand years ago. She just prayed, as hard as she could, that the same thing would not happen again—it had been heartbreaking enough the first time. That was the problem, when there happened to be three of them. 
Jack sat on the balcony of his room, his head in his hands, once again trying to contact Mia. She had closed her mind to him, so that he couldn’t talk to her or connect with her, and he couldn’t for the life of him work out why she would be so cruel. Yesterday, when Jane had returned and joined all of their minds together had been the first time he’d spoken to Mia since she’d left. 
‘Any luck, mate?’ Harry asked, coming through his room to join him outside. 
‘Nope.’ 
‘Maybe you want to give her a bit of space?’ 
Jack shook his head stubbornly. ‘No way. She needs to know I’m still here, and I’m not going anywhere. What if she’s in danger? Or something’s happened to her?’ 
‘Anna and I have been keeping an eye on her. So far so good.’ 
Jack frowned and folded his arms, content to continue brooding. He was  so tired. Everything had turned into a blur. The days now seemed to be about getting from one moment to the next without breaking down. He needed to sleep, but was terrified of doing so. The things he saw were too frightening to name. 
‘Look, man,’ Harry said. ‘I came to talk to you about something. Anna is planning a trip to Cynis Witron to see Jane and I don’t think you should go with her.’ 
Jack’s head snapped up. ‘Why not? Cynis Witron is closer to Tirana, isn’t it?’ 
‘Yes, but you can’t follow Mia around the world. She needs to do this on her own.’ 
‘I know, I know. Whatever.’ 
‘Don’t talk to me like I’m you’re dad,’ Harry snapped. 
‘Well stop acting so ...  sensible!’ Jack hissed. ‘I hate this damn place—everyone’s completely boring! No one has any fun here!’ 
‘That isn’t true!’ Harry tried to argue, but the words died on his lips as he realised his friend was fairly spot on. ‘Maybe you’re right,’ he said, sighing. ‘But that’s because these are dark times. No one feels right about laughing too much anymore.’ 
‘Yeah, yeah, I know,’ Jack grumbled. ‘It’s all very grey and depressing. Well I want to go home. And I want Mia to come to her senses and come with me.’ 
‘There’s no way to get home.’ 
‘And isn’t that just wonderful!’ Jack snapped. ‘Thank you so much, Harry, for getting us into this mess. Top job you’ve done on ruining our lives forever.’ 
The air seeped out of Harry’s lungs. ‘I was just trying ... I thought...’ Suddenly it hit him. He was allowing Jack to make him feel bad, just like he had when they were kids. 
‘Look,’ Harry said calmly. ‘I know you’re upset right now, but things will get better. You’ll talk to Mia and realise that not everything’s ruined, and you’ll realise that Paragor’s a great place. Don’t take your bitterness about your girlfriend dumping you out on me.’ 
Jack’s head slumped into his hands, too tired to summon up an apology. Harry stared at him. 
‘Jack, man,’ he said, ‘You’re making me really worried. I know you’ve been lying to me about not sleeping, and I know the wound in your shoulder hasn’t healed. The reason I want you to stay here is so that Elixia can help you. She’s trained in dream sequencing, which means that she can control her dreams. The only way for you to survive this is if you learn how to do the same.’ 
Jack looked at his friend, his eyes blurry. He opened his mouth to argue, then realised that he was being stupid. He nodded. Harry sighed in relief, putting his arm around Jack. 
‘You know, I have dreams too.’ 
‘Valkyrie nightmares?’ 
‘At first I thought they were. Dark flying creatures invading my sleep seemed like they could only be one thing. But after having fought Valkyries for two years, I can tell the difference.’ 
‘So what is it you dream about then?’ 
Harry hesitated, his eyes darkening with worry. ‘I think they’re angels.’ 
‘Like the one we saw in our first dream?’ 
He shook his head slowly. ‘No. Not at all like the first one.’ Harry paused, then seemed to snap out of it. ‘I’ve arranged a session for you with Elixia this afternoon.’ He added in a brighter tone. ‘Try not to sleep until then. I’m going to ride out to the watch-tower and see if there is anything I can do to help.’ 
Jack perked up a bit. ‘I’ll come with you!’ 
‘No, Jack.’ 
‘Why not?’ 
‘It’s way too dangerous.’ 
‘For me, but not for you?’ he snapped. ‘I can help!’ 
Harry put his hands on his friend’s shoulder. ‘Listen to me. You have no training. You would have no way to protect yourself, and I can’t be looking after both of us. Plus you look like you’re about to keel over with exhaustion.’ 
‘This is rubbish!’ Jack raged. ‘What the hell is the point of me even being here if I don’t do anything? Wasn’t the prophecy about the six of us?’ He stalked out of the room, leaving Harry to stare ruefully after him. 
Harry knew Jack’s temper was only so bad because he was so exhausted. He hated the idea that he could do nothing to help his friend, hated the fact that Jack thought he had to suffer in silence. 
He took a horse from the stables and rode deep within the western forest where once he had hidden as a fugitive with Satine. The woods were not a safe place for a lone rider, but he was armed, and just then he didn’t really care. He was different today, perhaps like the forest around him. It seemed more silent, and more still. 
The snow had mostly all melted during the morning sun, but it was still cold. He came across a gushing waterfall and stood in the small clearing next to it, listening. There were none of the usual noises that came from a living, thriving forest. No movement. It was as though everything living had died, and nature itself had just ... stopped. 
He longed for the beauty he remembered when he first arrived, instead of the fear that now followed everyone around. 
The watch-tower was only a few hundred metres outside the forest and he rode his horse hard to get there before sunset. Soon it appeared in the distance, a giant stone pinnacle. Within its circular walls were the barracks for the unit of men stationed there, and at the very top was the sight-room, with gaps in the walls from which to fire arrows. Every night a dozen men would be posted in that room, spread out so that all angles might be covered. Harry knew, from having done stints in the towers in Lapis Matyr, that these were highly trained and battle-hardened men. It did not stop them from dying. 
As he dismounted, the large metal door to the tower was opened, and a soldier looked at him quizzically. 
‘How can I help you?’ he asked gruffly. There was no malice, just curiosity—the towers didn’t often have visitors. 
‘I’m Harry. The Stranger.’ He found it was usually best to be upfront about who he was. The soldier’s eyes widened. 
‘I came to offer a hand on watch tonight, and to get an update on how things have been going.’ 
The man nodded, gesturing for Harry to enter. ‘You’ll be wanting to talk to Terret. He’s in the sight-room.’ 
Harry jogged his way up the winding steps. As he passed the dorm rooms on each level he could see men playing dice, or reading, or practising archery to pass the time. Man, what a life, he thought. Being away from your family for months at a time, with nothing to do but sit and wait to be attacked. 
Finally he reached the top level and poked his head into the large room. Twelve sets of crudely made binoculars were perched around the walls, and next to each station sat a large long bow and a quiver filled with arrows. In the centre of the room was a huge glass bulb, and within it was a mighty, dancing flame, warming the room and serving as one of their fiercest weapons. When the hatch above the bulb was opened, the huge lamp shone a burst of bright light into the sky, instantly killing any Valkyries within it. Anna had come up with the idea, her quick mind always looking for new ways to develop their defence. 
The men were only just preparing to start a shift, and were sitting down to an afternoon meal. 
‘Hello—what do we have here?’ an amused voice called and Harry looked over to see that the twelve men seated around a small table were staring at him in surprise. 
‘Who are you?’ another burly man asked. 
‘My name’s Harry.’ 
It took a moment for them to realise who he must be. ‘The Bright One?’ 
From the table of large, bearded men, rose a very small boy with pale blond hair and a smooth chin. Each man looked at the boy with deference and admiration, allowing him the honour of greeting a Stranger. The boy extended a hand, his blue eyes warm and friendly. With a flash of recognition, Harry remembered the young criminal who had fought in the arena against Accolon all those years ago. He had to work hard to keep the shock from his face—he’d known Terret was young, but he’d had no idea he would seem like a child! Harry thought back to how old the boy had been two years ago. Fourteen then, which made him sixteen now. He looked about twelve. 
Terret shook Harry’s hand, his grip surprisingly firm for such a thin arm. ‘Greetings. We are honoured beyond measure to have you here among us, my lord.’ His voice was high, and had yet to break. 
Harry stared at the child. The greatest army general Uns Lapodis had, the people said of Terret. Treasured by the High King, who’d seen something in him over two years ago, and who’d promoted him quickly through the ranks. 
He never went home, the rumours said, but lived out here in these watchtowers, relentlessly on guard. Tales of his deeds in this war reached every corner of the world. 
‘The honour is mine,’ Harry said seriously, for some reason absurdly touched by the boy’s youth. It made him feel better about his own young age in a land of such powerful men and women. It made him realise, too, that they were not yet without hope. There were still people in this world who could surpass expectations, who could be brilliant and brave and who would never give up, and the knowledge made Harry’s heart swell with pride to consider himself a man of this world. 
‘I just came to offer my help for a night or two, for what good that will do.’ 
Terret’s blue eyes flashed. ‘Every helping hand is a gift from the gods. Are you trained with a bow?’ 
Harry nodded. 
‘Then take a seat. You’re one of us now.’ 



Chapter 20
It seemed to Mia that their journey took much longer than half a day. It was hot and windy, and the same sand dunes seemed to be everywhere, but she liked it nonetheless. There was pleasure in such base elements. 
Eventually they stopped, and Liam gestured to the huge space in front of them. ‘Go on then,’ the Emperor said. His patience seemed to be waning. 
Mia looked away from him, wringing her hands. Embarrassment crawled over her skin, for now that she was here she didn’t have any idea what to do. 
She recalled the conversation she’d had with Jane the day before. It was strange, the difference having their friend back made within everyone’s mind-voices. They were all brighter than they had been only a day before. They’d barely had a chance to talk, and yet Mia felt better just knowing Jane was here. Jane had an uncanny way, like Luca once had, of making everything seem all right. And just knowing that she could open her mind and feel like she was standing next to Jane and the others made Mia feel instantly better.
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Another image came to her, this time of the man in the water, and it was this, surprisingly, which calmed her the most. 
Mia opened her eyes and looked into the desert in front of her. The tiny insects that skidded across the dunes, the wind that swept through the sand, lifting it in an erratic dance. She looked at this country as she had never looked at anything before. 
As if from nowhere, like a bubble rising out of her subconscious, there were words on her lips. She sent the deepest cadences of her soul out to the space before her. And then she spoke. 
 ‘When the bright queen embraces dark,
 Her children will be lost.
 To bring them back, it calls for blood,
 And the screams of eternity will be heard no longer.’
The skin on Mia’s inner forearms split, and blood spilt onto the sand. Cries came from the people around her, but Mia ignored them, fighting to control her own overwhelming fear. 
The sand began to stir, the ground to shake and rumble. A white tip broke the surface of the sand. It was fast then, rising completely, an enormous series of buildings surrounded by a huge wall, sand falling away from it in waves. 
The ground shook, and those standing were forced to their knees. Only Mia remained standing, her legs wide, her arms raised and dripping blood. 
At last the shaking stopped and all the sand settled once more. And there it sat. The image of her dreams, her nightmares, her desires. Mighty Samaraq, white and gold, glistening in the hot sun, waiting for her. 
Mia had a sudden, terrifying sense of recognition. It was beautiful, and it felt like home. 
The men were on their knees, staring in wonder. 
Mia went forward to the golden gates, and they were pulled open for her by those inside. An explosion of noise hit her, thousands of cheering voices and trumpets—a mighty celebration was raging. Mia walked slowly inside to be greeted by cries of joy. There were people everywhere, singing and dancing for freedom. 
She was standing on a wide road that ran all the way through the city to the mighty palace on the other side. There were houses and shops closely packed together on either side of the road, and she had no doubt that they would spread out for leagues. 
Children ran around her legs, and adults of many different skin colours stood on either side of the road, cheering as she walked the distance to the palace. 
Excitement and incredulity prompted her forward, making her heart beat faster with every wonderful step. She would have to greet the queen, she remembered, and suddenly she felt nervous. 
Mia walked with her friends behind her, past the hundreds of smiling people, past the markets that ran alongside road. There were people playing music, and those in the higher rooms of the buildings showered her with flower petals, screaming their approval. 
Looking around her, Mia was reminded of what she knew about ancient Rome. The buildings were stone, not high, but very wide. The roads were compacted dirt, and the people wore white robes, long or short, with gold belts to match their glorious city. 
The palace was white and gold also. It had great pillars and pointed roofs, and waiting at the top of the steps was a man. A man that Mia knew. 
It was her rescuer from beneath the water. He was short and stocky, his skin dark, his eyes equally so. 
An image of a king, she thought. A beautiful king, standing in the doors of his mighty palace. 
And then, this man bent into a deep bow, athletically graceful, at her feet. 
‘We are beyond gratitude and beyond joy, your majesty,’ he murmured softly, his voice deep and rich like honey, ‘at the return of our saviour. The sun shines in your heart, Queen Nayana.’ 
The man looked up at her, and Mia felt her heart turn cold. 
‘What ... what did you call me?’ she whispered. 
‘I called you by your title, your majesty, as you have asked me to do countless times,’ he said with a hint of humour. 
‘But ... my title? What title?’ 
He looked up sharply and into her eyes, and then his own seemed to widen. He stood. ‘What is your name?’ he asked carefully. 
‘Mia,’ she replied desperately. ‘This is the first time I’ve been here. I only came because I thought ... I felt ... I dreamt of this city...’ 
There was a sudden, acute pain in the man’s eyes. ‘You do not remember?’ he asked roughly, and it was then that Mia realised they were speaking a different language. A language she did not know, and yet was pouring from her mouth. 
‘Remember what?’ she asked faintly and he closed his eyes. 
‘Come inside so that we may talk and I can have you attended to,’ he said and led them in to the palace. Mia looked down and saw that her arms were still oozing blood—probably the reason for her light-headedness. Was she hallucinating all of this? 
Inside she was overcome by the contrasting silence. The ceilings were so high she could barely see them, and great pillars supported their weight. 
There was a fountain in the middle of the huge entrance room, and it trickled calmingly, surrounded by luscious green plants, an oasis in the desert. 
‘Why did you call me that?’ Mia asked once a small woman in white had come to bandage her arm. 
‘Sit down,’ he offered and she gratefully sank onto a long couch. 
‘Where are my friends?’ she asked, leaning forward. 
‘Waiting outside—I’ll have them taken care of.’ 
Mia nodded uncertainly. 
‘I called you Nayana,’ the man said gently, ‘because that is who you are.’ 
‘I’m sorry,’ she said, wishing she didn’t have to disappoint him. ‘You must be mistaken. My name is Mia.’ 
He didn’t say anything, but the way he was looking at her made her uncomfortable. It was as though he pitied her. 
‘I’m a Stranger to Paragor,’ she explained. ‘I arrived here a little over a week ago.’ 
Still he was silent. He shook his head, as though something was hurting him a great deal. 
‘You look younger,’ he murmured. 
‘I’m not Nayana! How could I possibly be!’ 
‘I don’t know why you don’t remember,’ he sighed, ‘but a very long time ago your name was Nayana, and you were the Queen of Samaraq. You have been reborn in another body and another time so that you could resurrect us. Every person here recognised you for who you are. I can see it in your eyes. They are exactly the same as when I last saw you, and to me that was but a breath ago.’ 
‘I don’t understand,’ Mia said desperately. Suddenly she wished Jack were here. 
‘How else do you explain the strange connection you have with this city?’ the man asked. ‘Why else do you feel the tug at your soul? Only the queen, in whose name we were banished, could resurrect the lost city. We have waited for you,’ he said, ever so quietly, and she felt awkward and uncomfortable under his gaze. 
‘But there must be some mistake. Surely you have the wrong woman. I’m not a queen. I’m just a girl. I’m not even from here.’ Mia’s voice was a whisper as she realised she was close to tears. 
‘Nayana ... I don’t know what else to tell you, except—there is no question. You will remember soon enough, I’m sure. You are our queen.’ 
He spread his hands, helplessly. 
‘Do you want proof? Come with me,’ he said finally and led her to the other side of the room. There on the wall was a vast, beautifully crafted mosaic. The colours were so vibrant, and Mia caught her breath at the realism of the picture. It was a scene set in some sort of temple, full of people and animals, but what truly caught her off guard was the sudden recognition of one particular figure. There, in the middle of the mosaic, was a red-haired woman who looked  exactly like Mia. 
She gasped, taking a step back. The woman had her features, her hair, and she was dressed like a queen, with a golden crown atop her head. She stared back at Mia with an expression of such confidence, such strength, that Mia had a sudden longing for it all to be true. 
The connection had always been there. It had driven her here, was why she had been so certain that she was meant to find this place. The man had said that only the true queen could call Samaraq back, and there she was, staring back at her, like a mirror into the past. 
Mia’s heart thumped painfully. ‘Why can’t I remember?’ she asked, frustration and fear threaded through her voice. 
‘Then you believe me?’ the man replied quickly, and she turned her frightened eyes to meet his. ‘I’ll help you find your way,’ he offered softly and Mia was startled to hear the intimacy in his voice. 
‘Who are you?’ she asked belatedly. 
‘Will you walk with me so that I may explain?’ She hesitated, then nodded. He turned to Liam who was waiting at the entrance with Lastaam, Claudia, and Gwen. The small group was staring at Mia, their mouths agape. 
‘Greetings, Emperor,’ the man said in perfect English. ‘Be welcome to Samaraq. All your needs will be attended to while you stay with us for as long as it pleases you.’ The man made a small bow and called for a servant to show them to their rooms. 
Then, gesturing for her to follow, he padded barefoot across the room and out a door. Mia followed quickly, peering around her as they went. They walked down a wide, dark hall, dimly lit by torches hanging on the walls. At the end they came to a huge stone balcony that looked out over the city on one side, and the desert on the other. The balcony ran around the entire expanse of the palace, and standing there, looking out over everything, Mia had trouble breathing. It was so foreign, and yet so familiar, and her emotions swirled savagely. 
‘I was queen of all this?’ she asked shakily. 
‘Yes. And you were ... everything to us. We could not have asked for a better leader.’ His voice was soft as he spoke, and still he did not look at her. 
‘I’m not sure I could do it now,’ she said, afraid of his disapproval. ‘I don’t know anything about this place.’ 
‘I will help you. It will come back. We have faith in you.’ He turned to her then, and his dark eyes were blazing. ‘You made us who we are Nay ... Mia. You gave us joy, in a time when we were persecuted. We owe you so much.’ 
Mia put her head in her hands. ‘But I had you banished,’ she said. 
‘No. Do not think that way. It was never your fault that we lived in a world of ignorance. It was worth it in the end, for you have brought us back. None of it matters anymore.’ 
‘Who are you?’ she asked again, looking up at him. 
‘My name is Tye,’ he said with a smile, ‘I am head of the royal servants here in the palace.’ 
‘Servants?’ Mia asked, incredulous. She had assumed, without question, that he was the king. 
‘Highest servant,’ he said seriously. ‘And my life has always been yours to command, majesty.’ Again there was the tone of intimacy, of desire. 
Mia felt a sudden random surge of disappointment. 
‘I thought stupidly that you and I were...’ she trailed off, wishing she hadn’t spoken at all. He stared at her closely, and under his scrutiny she felt awkward, blundering. ‘Sorry,’ she murmured. His expression was unreadable. Mia thought she would explode if she didn’t know what he was thinking, but then, without a word, he turned to look back across the city. 
‘Will you speak to your people?’ he asked, gesturing to the masses below them. 
‘I have to speak to them...? Tye, am I seriously just supposed to become queen here? It seems ridiculous. I don’t understand how they’ll all just ... let me. I have no idea how to be queen! ’ 
He smiled kindly. ‘You will know. They need to hear from you. Say whatever you like. None of us could ever influence you in the way you ran this city. You’ve a mind of your own, certainly, Mia. Use it.’ 
‘Yes. Of course,’ she replied, dazed. ‘I’ll have to go get changed, I guess.’ 
‘All of your belongings are in your rooms.’ 
‘I have belongings?’ 
‘Mia, you must understand, for us, it is as though you have not been gone. Everything is exactly as we left it. You have a life here, ready to be taken up.’ 
‘I don’t understand—where have you been? How do you banish an entire city?’ 
Tye frowned. ‘It was as if ... everything went dark. We were frozen, suspended outside time, aware of our entrapment but not able to do anything about it. We blinked, but that blink lasted for over a thousand years. It was magic, certainly, but I know not how it was commanded. The High King and Queen in Amalia threatened us—they wanted control over us, and when we refused, they must have...’ He shook his head, lost in thought. 
Mia watched him for a moment ‘How can I take up a life I know nothing about?’ she asked. 
‘I will help you,’ he told her again, more softly this time. She didn’t know what was in his voice, but it frightened her. Mia turned to walk back to the entrance hall. 
‘It is quicker if you come this way, highness,’ he called to her. She turned and saw him standing in the middle of the pathway, hands stretched wide, the sun shining off his body, and sadness etched in his face. She was struck, suddenly, by the despair in him. 
It made her heart clench. She may have had no knowledge of the past, but she could certainly see far enough into the future to know that if she allowed herself to believe all of this, to give in to it—and then she failed—she was going to cause this man, and the whole of Samaraq, an unforgivable amount of grief. 



Chapter 21
Fern rounded the corner at a breakneck pace, having just returned from the watch-tower and heard the news. Gods, could that woman never stay out of trouble? 
He skidded to a halt upon nearing Jane’s door, for there was a boy standing in front of it. He was of medium height, with dark hair and nothing particularly distinctive about him. That was, until he turned his gaze. Fern’s curiosity flared as the boy’s darkness unfurled before him, like a chasm dropping away into nothingness. 
‘Greetings,’ the boy said softly. ‘Would I be correct in assuming you are the famous dead prince?’ 
Fern’s eyebrows rose. ‘You would be. Forgive me—I know not your name.’ 
The boy smiled crookedly. ‘I’d be very surprised if you did, since the last time you were alive I was only seven years old and we did not once meet. Prince Altor, at your service.’ 
Fern stared at the boy, the truth dawning on him. He couldn’t help but grin. ‘Death has certainly brought me into a life full of surprises.’ 
There was ice in the boy’s eyes. ‘Indeed. I’ve heard many stories about your deeds, highness, and not all of them good,’ Altor said, and Fern stared at him, surprised. 
‘Well, I’m glad to see I’ve left behind something worth remembering,’ he said lightly. 
Altor did not laugh. ‘I never thought, in this lifetime, to be faced with a miracle. But then, I suppose I have only to look at myself to see the unnatural.’ His frown suddenly deepened. ‘However I may have to reconsider my assumption that rebirth is a miracle in your case, prince, if you’re referring to your treatment of a particular woman as ‘worth remembering’.’ 
The sting in the words was far from subtle. Suddenly Fern was angry. Who was this boy to be talking to him in such a way? 
‘Save your words for those who need them, boy.’ Fern’s tone was flat. There was no change in Altor’s expression. If Fern hadn’t been so travel weary, he might have admired the boy’s courage. 
‘Step aside,’ Fern said. 
‘She doesn’t want to see you,’ Altor replied firmly. 
Fern frowned. ‘What gives you the right to decide as much?’ 
‘She told me herself,’ he said simply. 
‘Look,’ the Elf snapped. ‘I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but I need to get in there and see her.’ 
‘It’s no longer your place to do so, highness.’ 
Fern could not believe what he was hearing. The presumption of it! This boy was actually trying to bar him passage into a room in his own palace! 
‘You’re brave, boy,’ Fern said finally. ‘But you are out of your depth. Even had these walls not belonged to me, even had I no care for the woman in that room, I would still have the right to command you out of the way.’ 
‘And what gives you that right?’ Altor asked softly. There was something in his gaze, something that looked almost like ... admiration? But how could that exist alongside the disdain the boy seemed to have for him? 
‘I have battled with a god for some years now,’ Fern said quietly. ‘I have powers in me that are not wholly human.’ He let his eyes blaze with fire, feeling the sharp pain as the flames licked at his sockets. Altor drew a breath, but Fern was surprised to still see no trace of fear in the young boy. 
‘I know who you are,’ Altor said. ‘I know what’s happened to you. I can only imagine what you are capable of. You have my endless loyalty and admiration for what you have done. But here, within these realms, you have no more power than any of us.’ He shrugged and spread his hands wide. ‘She doesn’t want to see you, Fern, and I promised her. It’s that simple.’ 
They stared at each other. But what would have happened next neither of them would ever know, because the door opened and Jane’s head popped out into the hallway. 
‘I can hear you arguing about how good you both are from inside,’ she said. ‘And it’s not worth so much stress. Come in if you have to, Fern. Altor, I appreciate your help, but I think you’re fighting a losing battle.’ 
Altor looked between the two of them, then he shrugged and walked away, whistling as he wandered down the hall. 
‘He’s a piece of work, isn’t he?’ Jane said, grinning, as she sat down next to the window. Fern was about to reply when suddenly he looked at her, silhouetted in the setting sun, the ice sparkling around, and the words died in his mouth. Suddenly, it was hard to breathe. 
‘What’s so urgent, Fern? Why are you here?’ 
‘Because you are,’ he replied simply, pulling a chair so that he could also sit next to the wide window. ‘I heard you were hurt and needed to check—’ 
‘It’s not your place anymore, Fern,’ she said mildly. ‘I’m fine. You have someone else to worry about now.’ 
‘I don’t want you to feel like you’re alone.’ Suddenly it seemed like the most important thing in the world for him to tell her he loved her. It should have been the first thing on his lips, every time he saw her. 
‘I’m not alone,’ she exclaimed. ‘I have my friends. I did exist before I met you, Fern.’ There was something hard in her voice. She didn’t look at him. 
He leant forward, wanting to reach out to her, to bring her back to him in some way. He hated the distance between them—it felt unnatural. ‘No matter what I do I’m going to hurt two women I care about,’ he said. 
In an instant her eyes darkened. She tried to cover the jealousy but he saw it clearly before she turned back to the window. 
‘That’s not what I meant. You know there is no comparison between how I feel for her and how I feel for you.’ 
She shrugged. ‘I also know there’s no comparison between having a fling and marrying someone.’ 
‘You think you and I were just a—fling?’ 
She glared at him. ‘I’m sorry—have you forgotten what you said to me on the boat? That you didn’t love me, and that you just wanted to have some fun? Or is there no sincerity in a single word you say?’ 
He shook his head angrily. ‘We already talked about this! I had to say the only thing I could think of that would make you not want to be with me.’ 
‘I can’t believe you would be so arrogant as to think it was your choice whether or not I loved you! I have a mind of my own, Fern. I don’t need you looking after me all the time!’ 
‘Fine!’ he snarled. ‘I won’t bother anymore!’ He stood up and started to pace the room. Suddenly he stopped and spread his hands wide. ‘You were gone!’ he said desperately. ‘She waited for me for years!’ 
‘So did I!’ Jane yelled. Quickly she stopped, shaking her head. 
He wanted her to rage at him, wanted her to hurt him back. Instead all he got was remoteness. 
Just when he was about to give up, her soft words swept through the air, freezing him in place. 
‘From the moment you and I met on the cliff, even though I didn’t let myself acknowledge it for a long time, I was secretly imagining something. And deep down, I believed that somehow, some way, it would happen.’ Jane turned to meet his eyes. ‘I saw us together forever. I saw the two of us sharing everything, moving through everything that life could throw at us. Stupid, I know. But you’ve always tried to separate us. You’ve always thought that we’d be better off alone.’ 
Her words cut into him, searing hot. Like shame. 
‘Even through all of that,’ she went on, ‘I still thought that one day we’d make it right. One day you’d realise and we’d be fine, the two of us.’ Jane paused. ‘Don’t you see? You having a wife means we can never be together. I don’t know what that means to you—maybe you’re fine with it. But for me ... well, I’m not just losing a person, Fern. I’m losing a whole life.’ 
His hands were shaking. Anything he could say to stop this mess was not allowed. All the words that were desperate to pour from his mouth were forbidden. 
‘But,’ she said, her tone changing, a false smile at her lips, ‘I’m being stupid. You and I were never even a real couple. You always had a fiancé. I should have respected that, and I guess this is just fate’s way of punishing me.’ She shrugged carelessly. ‘We can be friends. It’s not the end of the world. People break up all the time. Right?’ 
He stared at her, not knowing what to say. 
Jane turned back to the window and the darkened sky again. 
Fern’s shoulders slumped as he realised that not everything can end the way it should. Sometimes there was just no way to make things right. Sometimes it can just be ... the end. 
Fern drew himself up once more. ‘If you will allow it, Jane, I would say one more thing.’ Still she didn’t look at him. ‘Without sarcasm, or insincerity, without jest or agenda, I would tell you that I am ... sorry.’ 
He thought he saw something cross her face then, but it was gone in an instant, and she was smiling gently again. ‘Thank you,’ she murmured. ‘But it’s unnecessary. I hope you two are really happy together—she’ll be a good queen for you.’ 
Fern frowned, stunned by what she seemed to think—that he could be happy with another woman. Didn’t she understand anything? Didn’t she know that he was barely a real person without her, and that loving someone else was a complete impossibility? It wasn’t in him to explain it to her just then. So he left. 
Jane sat next to that window a long time. Long after he left, and long into the night, thinking about Paragor as a land of words, so often beautifully used. They were skilled, these people, in using language to make you feel exactly how you did not want to feel. 
Fern lay in the bed of ice that would have frozen any other. He shivered though, and she knew that this was the human side of him. She placed a blanket over him and he smiled faintly. 
‘I only feel the cold sometimes,’ he explained softly and she nodded. She knew it only happened sometimes. When he was grieving the most. 
Princess Athena of the Elves was well aware that her husband’s heart did not belong to her. She didn’t have a clue who he had given it to, but it was a pain she could hardly bear. She was of the ancients, though, a race of people so proud that the thought of telling him how she felt did not even cross her mind. 
She was much older than him, and she felt it in that moment. 
‘Will you age like I do?’ she asked, standing next to the bed. 
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I could not have done this to you otherwise.’ 
‘Done what?’ 
‘Married you.’ 
Athena struggled to keep her face passive. ‘You say it like it would have been a punishment. But I would have chosen human life, if it meant I could be with you.’ 
Fern sat up and put a hand on hers. ‘I feel as though something is waiting to happen. I fear ... so much.’ 
She thought about this. ‘The Elves were not so much part of the war all those years ago. Perhaps we will be not be a part of whatever you think is coming.’ 
‘Perhaps. It broke my heart to see mortal men dying in the battle, but it is a thing not meant to be that the ageless children are slaughtered. The sight of them being herded to their death...’ he shuddered, and Athena did not want to move, lest she break the spell. He had never spoken to her of the battle, and his death. 
‘I just ... I  needed it to end, so I charged in there and did something utterly foolish.’ 
‘Foolish?’ Athena repeated. ‘Your bravery was a far cry from foolish, Fern!’ 
Fern shook his head stubbornly, his eyes distant and haunted. ‘It wasn’t bravery. It was just the opposite.’ 
Then he kissed her lightly and rolled into sleep, leaving her to lie awake a long time and wonder what he’d meant. And she knew, somehow, that he wasn’t even really in the room with her. 



Chapter 22
‘But where will our food come from, if we cannot trade? And what on earth  could we trade?’ Mia asked, a deep crease in her forehead. ‘Sand?’ 
‘We used to grow our own crops, and import only the grain. We will see if we can work out a deal with the Emperor.’ 
‘But how can you grow crops in the desert?’ 
‘We have always lived here. There are ways. There is water everywhere, even here. You just have to be able to find it. There are those among us skilled in doing so, and I will send for them to begin their work. In the meantime, I have summoned the Emperor to discuss a treaty, and sufficient supplies for the winter.’ 
Mia had forgotten, again, that it was winter. Here in Tirana, it was hotter than any weather she had ever felt on Earth. It had been only a day since she arrived, and she was already being thrust into the semantics of ruling. ‘What can we offer him?’ she asked.
Tye smiled. ‘You have trained a very good army, my lady. One of the best. We will offer him use of it, whenever he needs.’ 
‘Good. Then the most urgent problem is sorted?’ 
‘It should be, highness. If Liam agrees.’ 
‘Is there anything else?’ 
‘There is always something else, majesty, but for today you have done enough.’ 
‘I haven’t done anything except discuss things and order people around,’ she exclaimed. Surprisingly, she had found issuing orders and commands a lot easier than they should be. 
‘That is what you are here for, highness,’ he said, shrugging. 
‘Could you please stop calling me that? It’s just Mia.’ 
Tye looked at her, and she fidgeted uncomfortably. ‘You must understand, to me—to all of us—your name is Nayana. Calling you something else is strange. It feels like a betrayal of sorts. And it reminds me that things have changed. That some things are gone.’ 
Just then Liam entered and bowed his head. Strange, that she was suddenly on the same level as him. ‘Hi,’ she called out across the room. Every room, she had discovered, was huge in this palace. It still hadn’t sunk in that it was  hers.
The Emperor smiled and came over to join them at the table. Tye immediately stood, walked a few steps away and folded his arms, a distant look on his face—the pose of a servant. 
‘Tye! Sit down, you loser. I need you here,’ she said firmly. The dark man’s eyebrows rose. He hesitated but did not argue, sitting down as he had been told. 
‘Well you certainly seemed to have found a place.’ Liam grinned and she couldn’t help but return the smile. 
‘Crazy, huh?’ 
Liam shrugged. ‘Sharif saw something in you. He would never have given us the clues if he didn’t know you were important to this place.’ 
Mia beamed. ‘Now, down to business. I have invited you here, Emperor Liam, to ask you something.’ The words were as Tye had instructed. ‘We would like to make a treaty with you and your people. The Kabduh have always been friends to the people of Samaraq, and we want this to continue. I need food supplies from the other countries, and I need you to bring them to me until I can arrange for a truce or treaty or something to be drawn up between Samaraq and the High Country. In return I will let you have full use of my army, any time you need it, plus a monthly tithe.’ 
Liam’s eyes narrowed. ‘Your army is still trained? After all this time?’ 
‘Samaraq was lost outside time. Nothing has changed. My army is as good as it has always been. They are hard, well-trained men and women, and they are at your service, if you want them,’ Mia said simply. 
‘How do  you know this?’ Liam asked, and Mia flushed. 
‘I just do,’ she said firmly. ‘Whether I remember or not.’ 
The Emperor shrugged. They discussed further terms and conditions at length, which was far more complicated than Mia had expected. Eventually Liam smiled. ‘I accept your treaty. Where do I sign?’ 
Tye handed him a scroll of parchment and a pot of ink. And that was that, Mia thought, immensely proud of herself. She had just negotiated her first treaty. 
Liam excused himself and promised to join them for the banquet before he departed. 
‘What banquet?’ Mia hissed after he had gone. 
‘The banquet being organised in your honour. This is a time for rejoicing, my lady—we are free!’ Tye said with such happiness that Mia laughed. 
‘You know, maybe the fact that I was born on Earth is why I don’t remember?’ 
‘Possibly. It is a strange thing to have happened. I wonder why the goddess made it this way.’ 
She frowned. ‘You think this has to do with the gods?’ 
‘What else would it have to do with?’ 
Mia shrugged lightly. ‘I don’t know much about religion, but I know that I don’t believe in gods.’ 
‘And yet you tell me your friends battled with them only two years ago.’ 
‘I didn’t explain very well,’ she murmured, trying to order her thoughts. All the stories, everything that Harry had told her about that war ... Mia shook her head. ‘I mean that I don’t believe in the  power of the gods,’ she said flatly. ‘It might have been different once upon a time, but right now it sounds to me like they care too much about alliances within themselves and power games than about anything to do with mortals.’ 
Tye cocked his head. Then he smiled. 
‘What?’ she asked, feeling abashed. 
He shook his head quickly. ‘Nothing, forgive me. I was only thinking that in some lights of the sun, you seem a great deal like a woman I used to know.’ 
Which, strangely, thrilled her no end. 
‘Mia, you may be right about the gods,’ he said pointedly. ‘But you must not have that attitude towards religion in general. All belief is sacred. If only for that hope it brings people, it must be honoured. Our own, here in Samaraq deserves a little more respect. Wait until you have learnt a little about our own goddess before you decide you don’t believe in her.’ 
She blinked. At first there was an apology on her lips, but she held it back for some reason she was not entirely sure of. Instead she looked at her hands. ‘You’re right,’ she said firmly. ‘Of course I’ll try.’ 
Tye grinned and nodded. ‘Good. I can help you by showing you a few things.’ 
‘What things?’ 
‘Traditions that Samaraq regard very highly, and may help to convince you of the power of faith.’ 
Suddenly Mia felt uncomfortable. Why did she always feel uneasy around the important stuff? She knew it was stupid, but every time she was faced with something that carried any kind of weight, a conversation that held the slightest meaning, she wanted to crawl into a hole. 
Like religion, and trade agreements, and armies and economics. How could she possibly be equipped to make informed decisions that would affect an entire race of people? Luca and Anna were the ones who knew about this stuff. They watched the news, had discussions with their parents, and actually listened in school! All Mia had ever been interested in was parties and her boyfriend. 
If only she was older she might know a bit more about the way the world worked. As it was, she was going to have to rely on this man. 
‘How was it that I saw you in the pool?’ she asked quickly, changing the subject. 
‘I’ve been waiting for you. Tye shrugged. ‘Now I think it’s time you started getting ready for the celebrations tonight. I have sent ladies to your rooms to help you.’ 
‘Oh, thanks, but I have some ladies who came here with me. Send for them instead.’ She’d been far too tired the night before to even remember Claudia and Gwen, but she was sure they had been taken care of in the palace. 
‘As you wish,’ he replied and smiled, leading her back to her gigantic chamber. At the door he said, ‘I have had some food laid out for you in your room—you must be starving.’ 
‘Thanks—I am, actually.’ Something occurred to her. ‘Tye, there’s no meat, is there?’ 
‘Yes, why?’ 
‘I don’t eat meat.’ 
He looked at her, frowning. ‘What do you mean?’ 
‘I ... I don’t eat it because I don’t like the thought of animals being slaughtered.’  Stop feeling embarrassed, she told herself.  It’s perfectly normal not to eat meat.
Tye was staring at her. He opened his mouth, then thought better of it and shrugged. ‘As you wish,’ he said again. 
She entered her room and was amazed again at what she saw. Like the rest of the palace, her room was marble, but black marble rather than white. The sun shone through a huge window on the south wall, creating dazzling patterns of light on the walls. A balcony overlooked the city, and beyond that, the desert for miles. There were marble pillars, and green plants, and she could not even guess where these might have come from. Wall hangings adorned her walls, and her large bed was canopied with cloth on all sides. There was even a fountain, trickling cool, calming water. 
Claudia screamed in excitement when she saw Mia, and ran over to hug her. 
‘Are you well?’ Gwen asked worriedly, following Claudia into the room. 
‘Yes, yes I’m fine. A little shocked,’ Mia laughed. 
‘Imagine that! You are the queen of the lost city! Why did you not tell us?’ Claudia asked. 
‘I didn’t know! I still don’t remember! I’m only going on Tye’s word and some painting of me!’ Mia exclaimed. 
‘Is that wise?’ Gwen asked sharply. 
‘I trust him ... strangely.’ Mia shrugged. 
‘I thought he must have been the king!’ Claudia sighed. ‘I thought you two might have been...’ 
Mia blushed. ‘So did I at first,’ she admitted. ‘Thank god it’s not the case though—I have enough to worry about beyond forgotten love affairs.’ 
‘We’ll have to find you a handsome nobleman, or prince. Perhaps one of the Kabduh!’ Claudia offered. 
‘Claud, I don’t need to go and pair myself off just because I have a high-powered job.’ 
‘If anyone could be the lost queen of an ancient city, Mia, then it is you, without a doubt,’ Gwen murmured. 
‘It’s because I’m bossy, isn’t it?’ Mia said seriously. Her two friends looked at her then burst out laughing. 
When they’d calmed down, Mia rubbed her eyes tiredly. ‘I’m going to have to work so hard to keep this place afloat. To keep  myself afloat,’ she said faintly. ‘I don’t know what I’m doing!’ 
‘I’m sure it will all sort itself out, my lady,’ Claudia said. ‘You should just concentrate on getting your memory back.’ 
‘Thanks, Claud,’ Mia smiled gratefully. 
‘What on earth should you wear?’ Gwen asked practically. ‘We have no idea of the fashions here!’ 
‘I think we should put you in white—it seems to be the colour here, and it will set off your hair—’ Claudia began, but Mia interrupted her. 
‘No, I don’t want to wear white. Everybody wears white here. Black. Find something black,’ Mia ordered. The chests were full of white, but when they looked underneath, there was a whole drawer of brightly coloured sashes and drapes. 
The ladies helped Mia to wrap a black cloth around her. She had it done so that there was no skin showing. 
‘But you will look out of place if you are too conservative,’ Claudia protested. 
‘I don’t care. I’m the queen, I can look any way I want, and the last thing I want is for ... the men here to find me attractive,’ Mia said uneasily. ‘It’s difficult enough to get respect without looking like a hussy.’ 
‘A what?’ 
‘Never mind.’ 
Her eyes were painted in bright red, as were her lips, to match her hair. She had sparkling diamond jewellery at her ears, neck and wrists, and when she appeared in the dining hall and stood on the dais, there was a silence from her guests that she did not quite understand. 
Mia knew she was not exactly pretty—not like Jane. Her features were too blunt for classic beauty, but that night, as she stood in front of her people, she appeared one of the most startling women anyone had ever seen. 
The crowd sank low in a bow to their returned queen. Mia sat down on her tall throne and they resumed their standing positions. A long carpet ran down the middle of the room, and people gathered on either side. Tye stood in the shadows behind the throne, dressed as he always was, staring straight ahead, his face expressionless, his stance relaxed and alert. 
Mia’s throat felt dry, and her jaw seemed to have seized up. What everyone perceived as strength in her stature was actually a kind of rigor mortis born of terror—she could barely move she was so nervous. ‘Good evening,’ she managed to rasp. Somehow she knew she had to hold it together, realising that if there was ever a moment in her life in which she had to step up and take control, then it was now. 
‘I am ...  so happy to be here,’ Mia said, her voice soft and barely audible. Looking out over all the beaming faces she realised it was true. 
It had seemed to her that she should tell them the truth, be completely honest about what had happened to her. But looking at the joy and hope in their eyes as they stared at her, Mia realised something. Being a leader must be like being a mother. You protected your children, even if it meant keeping the whole truth from them. What was best for Samaraq, right now, was for its people to feel safe and familiar, steady and constant. For them to feel like they had someone they could rely on. 
‘A terrible thing has happened,’ Mia began clearly. ‘A horrendous act of injustice and cruelty.’ She gazed around at the crowd. ‘But we will not allow it to change us.’ Her voice held a new strength now. ‘Everything will be as it was. We will  not be cowed into changing who we are or what we believe in. We are stronger than that.’ 
An eruption of cheers filled the hall and Mia felt a thrill of triumph. Quickly she motion for Tye to come forward. ‘Yes, highness?’ he asked in a whisper. 
‘What should I do now?’ she hissed into his ear and he smiled. 
‘Ask the herald to call them forward one at a time so that you may greet them personally.’ 
‘I don’t know who they are!’ she muttered, but turning back to her people she said, ‘I want you to come forward, each in turn, to speak your name and profession so that the gods might know that we are back, and we are here to stay.’ 
The herald began calling out names. Couples or single people would walk down the long carpet and bow low to the ground before her, then introduce themselves and what they did in the city, their voices ringing through the hall with pride. 
Towards the end of the procession a tall and very lovely dark-skinned woman walked calmly towards her and bowed gracefully all the way to the floor. Her long black hair and black eyes contrasted strikingly with her white gown, and she would have been very beautiful if her face had not been etched with fury. 
Mia shivered, wondering what she could have done to deserve such hatred. 
There were two people in front of the woman, and Mia was alarmed to realise she had not even noticed them, so commanding was the presence of the woman. The couple was older and were clearly family, as they each shared the same facial features. 
‘You may rise,’ Mia said with a sudden feeling of apprehension. 
The young woman stood and smiled coldly. The man said, ‘Greetings, majesty, my name is Marius, son of Melius, and this is my wife Opharia, and my daughter Odette. I am your Army General, highness, in charge of the royal guard, and the army itself. I am pleased to serve you again, majesty.’ The man stood tall and proud, with a clear aura of arrogance. His hair was greying at the temples and there were lines around his eyes, but his body was still strong despite his age, and he held at his waist a curved sabre. 
‘Greetings, Marius. I’m sure I will have a chance to speak to you properly in the days ahead,’ Mia said warmly. Odette was staring at her and Mia tried to meet the woman’s eyes, but she had never been good at conflict. 
‘Do I have permission to speak, your highness?’ Odette asked crisply. 
‘Of course, go ahead,’ Mia replied uncertainly. 
‘I would personally like to welcome the queen back from her long ... holiday. It seems fortunate enough that she was spared the same torture as us, despite the fact that it was her actions that sent us there in the first place. A stroke of luck, indeed.’ 
There was a quick intake of breath around the hall. Mia stared at Odette, her heart thumping. What was the proper code of conduct for that sort of rudeness? Tempted to flee, Mia clasped her hands tightly together in her lap. But then she remembered something. The mosaic in the entrance hall. Mia’s own face staring back at her. Queen Nayana had gazed out of that picture with a look of absolute power. She had been loving, but so too had she been deadly. 
And Mia realised that this was her city. She could do whatever she pleased. 
‘Thank you, Odette,’ Mia replied softly, not knowing where her next words came from. ‘But next time you wish to personally welcome me, do so without the insult or I will have your tongue from your mouth.’ 
 Oh my god, Mia thought, did I just say that? Do they even take people’s tongues out here? Or was that utterly barbaric? 
The silence deepened. She could see some people smiling in relief. 
Odette lowered her head, but there was no fear in her eyes, Mia noticed with begrudging admiration. Feeling a sudden power, Mia stood from her throne and said in a voice deadly soft, which nevertheless carried out over the entire hall, ‘Do not mistake me, people of Samaraq. I am sorry that I was not included in our banishment. But I will go through my own trials—I have done so already in order to bring you back. I  am queen here. There is no question—obey me, or suffer the penalties.’ 
And this, finally, was the queen they knew and loved, and for such a long time had been waiting for. Hard and fierce, with complete faith in her convictions. 
This was Nayana. 



Chapter 23
Altor turned a corner and found that he’d come across the armoury. Breathing a sigh of relief, he entered and looked around. 
Prince Fern was sitting at the far end of the room, sharpening his sword. He looked up, his face breaking into an easy smile. 
‘Greetings, Prince Altor. How goes it?’ 
‘Until now, very poorly. I was lost. Rooms full of paintings and tapestries and musical instruments. And so many women.’ 
Fern grinned. ‘Elvish people love the arts. And they  love women.’ 
‘Don’t get me wrong,’ Altor said, moving further into the room. ‘I will never find fault with a race that prides itself on its beauty. Occasionally though, one needs the sound of steel against his ears.’ 
Fern laughed. ‘True, my young friend. True.’ 
Altor felt a juvenile urge to smile, but quelled it. 
‘If I was ... overly protective, the other day, then I apologise—’ 
‘No need,’ Fern interrupted. ‘You did the right thing. If only I had more men like you, so sure of their actions, I could do wonders. It should be me apologising for behaving so badly.’ 
Altor sat on the edge of a bench and watched. He was shocked, as he’d been on their first meeting, to realise how young Fern was. Every story ever told to him had made the prince seem like a man, seasoned in his years. But sitting here with Altor, Fern was little more than a boy. They almost looked the same age. 
‘How old are you?’ Altor asked abruptly. 
Fern looked up, his smile wide. ‘Twenty. At least I think I’m still twenty. Why? Am I younger than you expected?’ 
Altor nodded. 
Fern shrugged. ‘Stories get warped. I’d say most people would be as disappointed as you when faced with the real thing.’ 
‘I’m not disappointed,’ Altor said firmly. ‘Quite the opposite.’ 
‘Come now. You’ve not seen me do anything but harass a woman outside her door!’ 
‘I’ve done the same more than a few times.’ 
Fern burst into amused laughter. Still smiling as he worked on his steel, he said, ‘Would I be correct in assuming your—advanced age—has something to do with the battle, and your father?’ 
Altor blinked, startled by his sharpness. ‘You would.’ 
Fern nodded. ‘The burden of power is a heavy one, in ways we don’t always realise or predict. I fought against the man, but there is no doubt in my mind that had he known of the implications of using you as he did, he would never have done so—not even to win the war.’ 
Altor stared at Fern in confusion. It was a thought, a question, that was never far from his own mind. How had this prince managed to strike so deeply upon the one thing that Altor cared about? But it was too difficult a question to dwell on. 
Just then there was a noise from the door and Altor turned to see Jane. She smiled at him, but faltered upon seeing the other man. 
‘Hi,’ she said uncertainly. Both men stood and bowed, and she laughed at their formality. ‘I was just...’ She stopped and shrugged. ‘I’m bored. I came to ask Altor to amuse me.’ 
If they’d been alone, the answer would have been easy. Instead, he couldn’t help but glance at Fern, who was staring at the girl as if bruised. But then Fern smiled again—he was always smiling, Altor realised—and went back to sharpening his sword. 
Altor wanted to continue his conversation with Fern—simply conversing with this man was what he’d been longing to do for years. But his pulse quickened unfamiliarly when he was around Jane, and he wanted to see what she was hiding from him. 
He hesitated for too long. 
‘Never mind,’ Jane said quickly. ‘You’re busy, I’ll catch you another time. I’m sure I can find some way to amuse myself.’ 
Jane swept from the room. He might have called out for her, but he was the Black Prince, and the Black Prince did not run after women, no matter who they were. 
Fern was staring at him, and he quickly erased all emotion from his face. ‘You could have gone, you know.’ 
‘Had I wanted to I would have.’ 
Fern’s eyebrows rose as he went back to his work. His smile was conspiratorial. ‘Sure.’ 
‘Speaking of Jane,’ Altor continued, ‘that desperation of yours seems to have lessened since the first time we met.’ He’d realised soon after meeting Fern that the prince was just as thoroughly in love with Jane as she was with him. And Altor found himself surprisingly intrigued by the whole affair. 
Fern snorted. ‘A merciless description of me,’ he grinned, and then shrugged. ‘We had a conversation.’ 
‘A conversation?’ 
‘To say the least. I am no longer allowed to worry about Jane in any facility. I won’t be trying to break through doors to see her. We’re  friends, apparently.’ 
‘I see. I don’t suppose that will have any effect whatsoever on how you actually feel about her?’ 
The smile that never seemed to disappear was gentler now, and sadder. ‘No,’ Fern agreed. ‘It won’t. You’re sharp for a nine year old.’ 
‘I’m not nine. I should be, but I’m not.’ 
Fern met his eyes. Nodding slightly, he turned back to his sword. 
Altor noticed that the shaft of sunlight through the window was already diminishing. Another day nearly finished. Holding his hands out in front of him, he tried to see if there were any extra lines on them. A few more years and they’d be truly wrinkled. A random thought occurred to him. 
‘Jane wouldn’t go outside the city, would she?’ 
Fern looked up. ‘What?’ 
‘Yesterday she was talking about wanting to explore the countryside. She wouldn’t go out there on her own, would she?’ 
Fern looked to the window, noting the light of the late afternoon sun. 
‘I mean, she knows about the dangers of night—’ 
‘If she’s distracted, she might have forgotten,’ Fern said. ‘She has yet to experience a Valkyrie for herself—it won’t be real for her yet. We’d best go check.’ 
Jane shifted awkwardly in her saddle, trying to loosen the clasp of her cloak around her throat. She hated horse riding with a passion, but had been sure that if she just practiced, it wouldn’t be so bad. Apparently practice didn’t make a difference if your horse despised you. Sighing, she turned back towards the sparkling city. 
‘Come on, Bridie,’ she muttered through clenched teeth, ‘Just walk.’ The fat mare had decided it didn’t want to go any further. Jane kicked it and willed it but the beast wouldn’t move. She had specifically asked for a horse that was slow and gentle, and the stable hand had grinned upon handing over the reins of Bridie. It was ridiculous, but riding a flying horse was a million times easier than riding a normal one. The unicorns were hers, and they loved her, whereas this stupid horse was intent on torturing her. 
It was all Altor’s fault. If he wasn’t so in love with bloody Fern, then he would have kept her company and she wouldn’t be in this mess. 
Suddenly she spotted two dark smudges on the horizon. Straining her eyes, she realised it was two people riding towards her. Embarrassment slammed into her—she knew exactly who they would be. 
‘Come on baby,’ she whispered to her horse. ‘I need you to move now. Please, please don’t let them see me sitting here like this—just walk. I’ll hand-feed you a hundred carrots if you just walk.’ 
Bridie snorted and tossed her head, but otherwise didn’t move. 
‘Gee, thanks a lot, Bri,’ Jane hissed as the boys arrived next to her, their own mounts beautifully well behaved and responsive to their rider’s every command. 
‘What are you doing?’ Fern asked. 
‘Going for a ride—what does it look like I’m doing?’ she snapped. 
‘You look like you’re stuck,’ Fern said with a grin. ‘Need a hand?’ 
‘Absolutely not. Bridie and I were just taking a break, weren’t we girl?’ Bridie chose that moment to jump into a trot, and Jane squealed and nearly fell off. 
Altor sniggered. Jane cast him her most withering glare, wincing as her backside slammed down again and again with each step the stupid animal took. 
‘Jane—I’ve told you a million times—tighten your knees and sit forward,’ Fern called. She chose to ignore him and as a result cracked her neck as the horse jumped forward suddenly. 
‘Tighten the reins! Don’t give her any room to misbehave. Take charge!’ 
‘Shut up, Fern!’ she hissed, wrenching the reins until the horse came to a rebellious halt. ‘Jesus,’ she muttered. ‘That’s it. I’m not riding any further.’ 
‘And how do you propose to get home?’ Altor asked, eyes gleaming with mirth. 
‘I’ll use my legs, wise guy,’ Jane snapped, sliding from the horse with a grunt. 
There was a trickle of laughter from the boys and she refused to look at either of them. She couldn’t believe it—they were actually ganging up on her! 
‘I know it’s a hard concept for the two of you and your snooty, royal, spoilt little butts to grasp, but it is possible to walk some of the time,’ she said sweetly. 
Both of them grinned and she found herself reluctantly smiling along with them. 
‘Lead the way, oh mighty explorer,’ Fern intoned. 
‘I would if my horse would move!’ Jane pulled on the reins as hard as she could, but Bridie was digging her hooves in stubbornly. It didn’t seem to be making a difference that Jane was no longer riding her. 
Fern slid smoothly to the ground and walked over to Bridie, rubbing her nose gently. Jane watched, mesmerised, as he whispered something beautiful and Elvish into the horse’s ear, stroking her mane tenderly. The mare stared into his eyes, and, with a whinny of approval, began to walk forward. 
‘You just need to show her she’s appreciated,’ Fern said. 
Jane stared at the animal. ‘Traitor,’ she murmered with a resigned sigh, and began plodding along behind them. 
Altor led his own horse forward to walk beside Jane. ‘Is there anything he isn’t good at?’ he asked with a wink. 
‘I really, really hope so,’ she said fervently and then laughed at the expression on Fern’s face. Their eyes met and she quickly looked away—it was way too easy to fall back into old rhythms with Fern. They had to be friends without the flirting this time. 
It was cold out on the plain with nothing to shelter them from the wind. Fern saw Jane shiver and shrugged off his cloak, placing it around her shoulders. Jane was about to protest but Fern got in first. 
‘I don’t feel the cold, remember?’ 
She hesitated, but enjoyed the warmth too much to put up any real fight. Was it inappropriate for her to be wearing his cloak? She didn’t know anymore. It was all too confusing. She did know that it smelt like him, making her shiver with sudden longing. Did he realise what she was thinking? Surely he must be able to tell. The effect for her was too big for him not to notice. And yet he walked on as if nothing had happened, and Jane realised how stupid she was being. 
She quickened her pace. Here, with endless space stretching out in every direction, she felt trapped next to him, and needed the freedom of walls to hide behind. 
A moment later this was the last thing on her mind. 
The light changed and their shadows grew longer. 
‘Oh no,’ Jane whispered as she looked behind them and saw the setting sun throw a brilliant red glow over the plain. They were still miles from the city. How could she have been so stupid? She’d completely lost track of time while she’d been trying to convince her dumb horse to move. 
‘Time to pick up the pace,’ Fern said calmly. His hand rested on the hilt of his sword. All three of them began to walk faster. ‘Can you ride, Jane?’ he asked. 
She nodded quickly. ‘Of course, yes, I can try.’ 
‘Then mount your horse.’ Fern’s voice had suddenly become low and deadly, and the urgency of it made Jane turn and fumble with the reins of her bridle. 
Was it normal for the sun to sink below the horizon so quickly? The last light faded and then disappeared completely. 
Fern seemed to see them before the others, for he sucked in a sharp breath a moment before Jane saw the shadows. Mighty wings swooped soundlessly through the air, and Jane gasped as she saw their numbers. At least twenty horrifying beasts descended from the sky. It was her first glimpse of the creatures, and even with everything she’d been told about the Valkyries, nothing could have prepared her for the feeling that crept inside her upon their arrival. 
They kicked their horses into a gallop, urging them forward, ducking their heads against the dives of the beasts. But even with Bridie doing as she was told, Jane was too inexperienced to be able to achieve any sort of speed. She lagged behind, and the Valkyries began to close in on her. Fern and Altor circled back to flank her, their arrows firing into the fray even as they controlled their horses without their hands. 
‘Keep going, Jane!’ Fern cried, and she gritted her teeth, trying to urge her horse faster. Foolishly she hadn’t even brought a sword. Just then, breaking through the cover of arrows that the men had created, one of the Valkyries swooped down, so close that she actually felt the wind of its talons sweep through her hair. Bridie, startled, and sensing the incapability of her rider, started bucking. Jane held on, her back aching with the effort of withstanding the mount’s jumps, but at the third buck she went flying to the ground. 
Jane grunted as her left side scraped against the dirt, but there wasn’t time to lose. Dragging herself to her feet, she looked around frantically. Fern and Altor had already dismounted beside her. Altor shielded her as Fern moved to stand on her other side. Together, the two men drew their bows once more, continuing to fire into the darkness. 
One of the beasts swooped down on Altor’s side and Jane watched, heart in her mouth, as the boy leapt into the air, drawing his sword in one fluid motion and cleaving it through the Valkyrie’s neck. 
As he stepped back, Fern stepped forward, surprising one of the beasts by moving into its attack. He dealt it a killing blow and then moved to stand by Jane once more. She understood, belatedly, that the two of them had moved into a strategy. They were taking turns—one of them, at all times, was standing above Jane, leaving the other to take down a Valkyrie. 
The creatures always tried to attack the weakest. 
A flash of something passed through her and Jane wrenched herself to her feet. She was  not going to be the weakest. She was not going to be the reason either of these boys got hurt. 
‘Jane, stay down!’ Altor called, dodging a set of talons. Jane started to shake, but not out of fear. She could feel something buzzing inside her, like a small electric current. She looked at Fern and saw a glimpse of flames in his eyes, and this made the thing inside her grow even more. Her hands trembled as she stepped away from the other two. Exposing herself to the creatures. 
‘Jane, what are you—?’ Fern cried, his eyes widening, the fire licking at the sockets. The terror of his eyes caught her in the stomach, but she could not focus on that now, because something was heightening inside her. Like every bit of her strength and fear and anger was running across her skin to meet her centre, growing and throbbing like a giant ball of energy. It pulsed violently, frighteningly, and Jane has the sense that she might not be able to control this thing inside her. 
She looked up at the swarming creatures of shadow and nightmare, and she sent that energy out through her fingers. 
The power, or energy, or whatever it was, slammed into one of the Valkyries and sent it crashing to the ground, its body disappearing instantly. But Jane had no time for shock, because as she watched, another beast swooped down and slashed its talons into Altor’s shoulder, causing him to cry out in pain. Using the fury inside her, she directed the energy, sending another creature into the ground, killing it with sheer force. 
The air, she realised, was moving to her will. Something was allowing her to control the sky around her, allowing her to strike the Valkyries with nothing but rage. But it was so hard to hold onto—so hard to contain. The power inside her wanted to be unleashed, but Jane knew with deep certainty that if she let go, she would no longer have control of it. 
So together the three of them dispatched the remaining Valkyries. Fern and Altor killed another pair with arrows, leaving the last to Jane. Then the sky was empty again. 
With a groan of effort, Jane reined in her coil of power, forcing it back down inside her. In an instant it was gone, disappearing somewhere inside her so that she could no longer feel it. Jane sank to her knees, her legs like jelly, her mind numb. The absence of power left her feeling utterly drained. Fern was at her side in an instant and his eyes were back to normal, making her think that maybe she’d imagined the flames in her delirium of power. 
Altor came to her side too, holding his wound to stop the blood. 
‘What the hell just happened?’ Fern asked breathlessly. ‘Are you all right?’ 
Jane nodded. ‘I’m fine. Just a little...’ she trailed off, too exhausted to finish her sentence. 
‘How did you do that?’ Altor asked. 
She shook her head. ‘I don’t know. But I think we should go home. Now.’ 
Fern lifted her onto his horse and then climbed on behind her, kicking it into a fast walk. Sinking back against his warm chest, and feeling his arms around her, Jane drifted into sleep. 
‘Is she okay?’ Altor asked, holding onto Jane’s horse as well as his own. Fern looked down at the sleeping girl in front of him and grimaced. 
‘I think she’s just very tired.’ 
‘Do you have any idea...?’ 
Fern shook his head. ‘I don’t know how she did it. But Altor, it would do you well to realise that she’s been gone from this existence, for a very long time. I think it’s better if we don’t bombard her with questions.’ 
Altor nodded, turning his eyes ahead. They were going as fast as they could, Altor having to control two horses with one arm. The wound in his shoulder was not too bad. It was the thought of what would happen next that was worrying him. Fern, clearly, didn’t know that part of the story, and Altor was glad that the other man wouldn’t be worrying about him too. 
‘I can’t believe how foolish I was,’ Fern muttered. 
‘What are you talking about?’ 
‘Dallying on the way home. Joking as if we had all the time in the world when we should have been riding hard the whole time. It was unthinkably stupid.’ 
‘Fern, it’s hardly your fault. Plus, no one got hurt.’ 
‘Your shoulder is wounded,’ he said bluntly. ‘Who knows what’s wrong with Jane after what she did. I should have known better.’ 
Altor stared at him, realising that he’d never met someone so unwaveringly self-punishing. Shaking his head, he shut his mouth with a snap. He looked at the girl on Fern’s horse, and the way he encircled her perfectly, their bodies fitting together as if they’d been made that way. 
A tendril of the old anger flared in Altor’s stomach. But it felt different this time. Or, at least, it was spurred on by something different—the warm stickiness of envy. He wished, quite ridiculously, that she was sitting on  his horse, but knew, with the same kind of certainty that he knew his own name, that she would not fit into his arms like she did in Fern’s. 
‘We need to do something about this,’ Fern said. 
Altor looked at this man, his new friend, and thinking of something entirely different to the prince, he agreed. 
‘Yes. We do.’ 
Jane awoke the next morning, having slept for a full fourteen hours. Miraculously, she felt great. She yawned and stretched in the sun that was streaming through the window. Her good mood, however, waned in the light of figuring out how she was going to get through yet another day in this place. 
Perhaps it was time to move on. Her friends needed her, she knew that much. Maybe it would be more productive to head for Amalia and see what Accolon thought about the situation. Something needed to be done, but she wasn’t exactly experienced in war strategy. Jane had come to realise something about herself since arriving in Paragor though; she would always try her best to help in any way she could. Gone were the days when she resented expectations—she still feared them, but was no longer angered by them. 
Maybe her friends would have an idea about what to do. Jane decided to check in on them. First she did a quick sweep of all five of them without actually making contact. 
Anna was planning to make her way here to see her. Harry and Jack were still in Amalia—Harry was helping in the watch-tower while Jack remained at the palace. Mia was in Samaraq, and Jane was astonished to realise that she was aware of her past life, even if she didn’t remember it. A wave of warmth washed over Jane—she’d never been so proud of Mia. Lastly Luca—who was not far away at all. 
It occurred to Jane that she should have gone to see him. Torr was only a few hours ride from the Elvish city. If she hadn’t been so wrapped up in her own problems, she might have given a thought to how he was. Because it was clear, just from the contact of their minds, that he was not okay. There was something so dark about him that she had shuddered upon contact. She had been frightened of what she might find if she went to see him. Frightened that her best friend might not be there anymore. 
Like a coward, the thought made her pull her mind back without talking to any of them. In truth, she was worried what her friends would think when they realised she was staying in Fern’s palace. Two years ago she’d arrogantly told them all that he loved her, that he was going to leave his fiancé for her, and they’d all tried to warn her that he wouldn’t. She couldn’t bare the thought of what they would say when they found out. Especially Luca, who’d warned her so many times that it would end in tears. 
On top of all that, Jane had another, entirely different problem to think about. How in hell had she managed to do what she did last night? Kill those flying creatures with nothing but her mind? What did it mean that she could do something like that? A long time ago, Freyja had told her that she was only just discovering her power, and that she had so much more potential. Jane shook her head. It was way too freaky. 
She wondered with a giggle what her friends from school would say if they could see her do what she did last night. Or her mother. A pang of longing swept over her at the thought of her poor mother, left all alone with her father. But Jane had been pushing thoughts like those to the bottom of her mind for her whole life, and now was not the time to start dredging them up. 
Jane dressed and decided to go in search of Altor. He was the perfect distraction from another dreary day. Tomorrow she would figure out a plan of action. She rounded several palace corners and went through a few different rooms before she realised she was lost. Shivering and wishing she’d put on more clothing, she turned back to try and retrace her steps, stumbling upon something she very much regretted. 
Fern and Athena exited a room, laughing, and Jane saw with hard clarity that he had his arm around his wife, holding her tightly. Jane froze, hoping they would turn the other way and not spot her, but alas, no luck. 
Fern dropped his hands so abruptly that Athena had to right herself against the wall. Her face brightened when she spotted Jane. 
‘How are you, dearest?’ she asked warmly, moving quickly to kiss Jane on the cheek. ‘Fern said you were very tired last night.’ 
‘Yeah, I was a bit. But I’m fine now, thanks. I slept like the dead.’ 
‘Good. You’re certainly having a tough time of it, aren’t you?’ 
Jane flushed, hating how fragile she was. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said softly. ‘I hate being an imposition.’ 
Athena laughed. ‘Jane! That’s not what I meant! We love having you here, don’t we Fern?’ 
Fern’s eyes, which had never left Jane’s face, widened fractionally as he realised he was being addressed. ‘Of course,’ he said woodenly. ‘Of course we do.’ 
‘There now. Would you like to come for a walk with us?’ Athena offered. 
‘No! Uh, no thanks. I was looking for Altor. Do you know where I could find him?’ 
‘He’s outside,’ Fern said. ‘Training. We were on our way there so we’ll show you the way.’ 
Jane opened her mouth to decline, but Fern shot her a look, so she fell into step behind the couple and walked with her eyes on her feet. Every time she glanced up at Athena’s back, her eyes burned with guilt and jealousy. 
They walked out of the palace and through the city, winding through streets and over to the enormous arena on the east side. Jane sighed as she felt the soft grass under her feet. All the ice of the palace was a bit depressing. The arena was empty of spectators, but on the far side next to the jousting bar were a group of men and women. Altor was among them, and she smiled to see how small he looked next to the tall Elves. As usual, when among them, she, too, felt like a dwarf. 
The Elvish people were practicing their archery. There were several targets located at the other end of the arena, so far away that Jane could barely see them. She realised why when she spotted one of the bows—it was enormous. 
‘It’s called a long bow,’ Fern told her, moving next to her while Athena greeted some of the women. ‘It’s used for long-distance archery.’ 
‘Like firing into the sky?’ 
He nodded. ‘We have to find a better way to start beating these things.’ 
Jane shifted a little further away from him, watching an Elf pull the long strings of the bow until it was taut, his bicep straining with the effort. 
‘I don’t think shooting them with arrows is going to help much in the scheme of things,’ she muttered. 
Fern glanced at her, shrugging. ‘Every little bit helps. Even if this only works to make the people feel safer, then we’ll practice out here for as long as it takes.’ 
‘Can you fire that thing?’ 
He nodded wordlessly. His focus had moved—he was now watching as Altor was passed the bow and stepped up to the mark. The boy notched an arrow and aimed, pulling it as tight as he could. 
‘How far away is it?’ Jane asked, watching closely. 
‘Two hundred metres.’ 
Altor’s arrow fell onto the grass short of the target. He looked over at where Jane and Fern were standing and offered them a wry smile. ‘Apparently I’m not as good as I thought I was,’ he said. 
Fern strode over to the boy and Jane, curious, followed. 
‘Hold it higher,’ Fern said. Fern helped him to reposition his trajectory and pull the strings even tighter. This time Altor hit the target on the outer edge. ‘Your strength will grow with practice and soon you’ll be able to do that on your own,’ Fern assured him. 
Altor nodded and passed the bow to the older man. Fern grinned and passed it on to the woman next to him. 
Altor eyed the prince. ‘Scared you won’t match up?’ 
Fern shrugged. ‘I’ve had enough practice for one man. Give the others a chance.’ 
Altor folded his arms, watching the action. His eyes started to wander and then came to focus on Jane. 
‘Pretty lady,’ he murmured, kissing her hand. 
‘Hi,’ Jane said, smiling. ‘I came looking for you.’ 
‘You did?’ he asked, smiling dangerously. ‘Lucky me. Shall we go for a walk?’ 
She nodded and the two of them walked from the arena, all the while aware of Fern’s eyes following. 
‘How are the tear ducts this morning?’ Altor asked. 
‘Still unused!’ she answered brightly. ‘I promised I wouldn’t cry, remember? There’s no reason to—I’m fine.’ 
‘That’s my girl.’ 
They walked onto the street and headed down the hill. ‘Let me show you a place I found the other day,’ she said, smiling and taking his hand to lead him along. 
Altor faltered briefly as he felt her skin against his. She took him into a courtyard and over to the other side where a staircase wound up onto the roof of a building. 
‘Nice view, huh?’ Jane said. 
It was one of the watch-towers that were built into the city walls. There was no one there at this time of morning, so the two of them could look out over the city in front of them, the plains behind, and down into the arena where the Elves were training. 
The Elves lined up in a row and fired together at the same target. Every arrow landed as dead centre as it could with so many vying for the bullseye. 
‘Wow,’ Jane breathed. 
Altor nodded. ‘I’ve been down there with them all morning, and those people are like none I’ve ever come across. They’re trained a hundred times more thoroughly than any human in Paragor.’ 
‘They’re probably a lot older than anyone else in the world,’ she said. 
Altor’s face was carefully expressionless. ‘Will Fern age like a human? Or like them?’ 
‘He can’t die from old age or sickness. Only if he’s wounded.’ 
Altor watched her for a long moment. Every second he spent with her, he admired her courage more. Taking a breath, he thought about his silent vow never to get involved in other people’s problems. Gods, he never usually wanted anything to do with anyone else unless they were offering him a drink or a warm bed at night. However, something drove him to speak. 
‘How,’ he asked softly, watching her face, ‘can you love someone so blindly, when everything in the world points to the fact that you shouldn’t?’ 
Startled, she looked into his eyes. ‘I don’t...’ 
He smiled without any humour and covered her hand gently with his. ‘Do you want to head back now?’ 
She sighed, shaking her head. ‘How long are you going to stay here, Al?’ 
He shrugged. ‘I haven’t thought about it.’ 
‘Isn’t there anything you need to go home for? Any  one?’ 
Altor smiled darkly. ‘I’ve made sure that there isn’t.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Is that question truly so difficult?’ 
She met his eyes as she realised the answer. ‘You distance yourself from everyone because you’ll be gone soon, is that it?’ 
Altor smiled coldly. ‘You’ve put it more bluntly than anyone has ever dared. Thank you for the refreshing honesty.’ 
‘There must be a way to stop this, Altor,’ she said, her eyes blazing. ‘I’ll help you find it, I promise.’ 
‘Don’t waste your breath with promises. I’m more than happy to be gone from this miserable place sooner than the rest of you.’ 
‘That’s a horrible thing to say, and I don’t believe a word of it.’ 
‘Suit yourself,’ he shrugged, looking away from her. 
‘Do you get the feeling that there’s something wrong?’ she said after a pause. 
Altor smiled bitterly. ‘Only one thing?’ 
‘Stop, Al. I mean in Paragor. Something unusual.’ 
‘Well the Valkyries...’ 
‘I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about ... everything. It all just seems to be going downhill.’ 
‘Cornelius is old and senile.’ 
‘But it’s not just him! Where was Accolon when all this was happening? Has he set up a proper defence force? And what is he doing about this slave trade I’ve been hearing about? It just seems to me like there is an awful lot of chaos, and no one is doing anything.’ 
Altor stared at the figures below, his mind whirling. She was right. And he’d never given it a thought. 
He swallowed. This girl was not about make him start caring about things that had nothing to do with him. 
Altor shrugged. ‘Well I can’t think of anyone more suited to changing things than the mighty Bright Ones.’ 
Jane sighed. ‘Ah. That’s right. The expectations. That’s one thing I could gladly live without.’ 
‘Trust me. I know what you’re talking about.’ 
‘The curse of royalty,’ she sighed. 
He grinned. ‘And the prophesised.’ Jane laughed softly. ‘Tell me how you know me,’ he said suddenly. ‘Tell me how it’s possible for you to miss someone you don’t know. What are you hiding from me, Jane?’ 
The smile was still at her lips ‘I know it’s hard,’ she murmured, ‘not understanding why we have a connection, but you aren’t ready to know just yet. I promise I’ll explain one day.’ 
Altor sighed grumpily and her smile widened. 
Without realising, because her eyes always seemed to gravitate back to him, she glanced down into the arena and saw Fern, his arms wrapped around Athena, kissing her passionately on the lips. It caused a kind of chasm in her chest. Like everything inside her was dropping away and there was nothing left except an aching wound. 
She stepped back away from the edge. Altor saw what she had been looking at, and his own body ached for her. 
‘Jane, hey, it’s okay,’ he tried, but she kept backing away. 
She’d not yet cried, hadn’t shed a single tear over Fern, had told herself that she never would. But now, unstoppable tears streamed down her pale face. 
‘It’s never going to stop hurting,’ she said and Altor’s own face creased in pain. He wanted to hold her, but he didn’t know if he should, nor how to. ‘And now that I’ve started I’m never going to be able to stop crying,’ she said shakily, trying to laugh. ‘I spend every night willing myself not to shed a tear,’ she whispered, wiping her eyes. ‘How ridiculous is that?’ 
Altor stepped towards her, but Jane just shook her head and walked down the steps, out of his reach. 



Chapter 24
There was going to be a raid. Bayard’s knights had been ordered on another mission against Followers in a bar in Luglio, a town on the coast between Torr and Karangul. Luckily it had dream protectors, or else Bayard would have never agreed to go there at night. All were to be captured and taken to the dock, where they would be dropped into the hands of the men running the secret detention camps for Followers. 
If only Bayard knew the truth. It was no mission to stop those who wished to rebel in the name of Leostrial. It was a raid for the slave trade, and Vezzet was going to get a substantial amount of coin for the delivery. 
Vezzet sat behind his desk and polished the wooden hand he’d lost to the snake of a woman, Satine. He smiled to himself. It was all too easy. He had control of one of the world’s best army generals. Bayard was doing all his dirty work, completely unawares. And if Accolon ever decided he needed to involve himself in the affairs of Cynis Witron, well then, Vezzet had an entire army to fight for him, an entire army of men who thought they were fighting for their country. It was delicious. 
Soon, Vezzet would have enough money to start paying his mercenaries more, and then all the men in the world would want to join Karangul. Then, once he’d destroyed the Valkyries, he would take control of Paragor with laughable ease. 
Bayard was giving his knights the brief. ‘We enter and surround the men—they need to be secured before the women. Tie each person and make sure they’re a good body-length apart from each other. Don’t manhandle the women unless it is necessary—it will anger the men and cause more work. No speaking to any of them—they will try to convince you of their innocence. Do not forget these people are scum.’ There was an expression of disgust on Bayard’s face. ‘We want to take them cleanly this time. There will be no orders to kill. Get armoured and be ready in an hour.’ 
His men were ready in under an hour so they rode early, the Captain on his stunning black mare, and his knights with their fierce hearts. 
It was evening by the time they arrived at Luglio and stopped outside the bar. One man, Evan, scouted the inside and came out again quickly. 
‘About thirty people inside. Mostly men. A few serving women.’ 
Bayard nodded. He looked at each of his knights. Thirty men meant more than a few weapons. So the knights would be relying on their skill, and the element of surprise. He had confidence, but there were no guarantees they would all come out alive. 
Captain Adon Bayard grinned, his teeth flashing in the darkness. He looked into the sky, and then he spoke the same words he used each time they set off on a mission, the words that never failed to send shivers of excitement down the spines of his men. 
‘It’s a nice night to die, boys.’ 
And with that he led them inside, swords raised. Screams and the sound of steel on steel sliced through the air; chaos, but that was to be expected. 
It had barely begun, however, before Bayard stopped, his sword raised. Something caught his eye, a glimpse of the side of a face. His knights halted behind him, waiting to see what he was doing, and the entire tavern seemed to freeze, breaths held, not understanding what was happening. 
‘Adon?’ a woman gasped, standing up from her seat. 
‘Ria? What are you doing here?’ Bayard rasped. 
‘I am eating with my friend! What are you doing here?’ She looked with horror at his sword. 
‘I...’ the captain tried, but chaos broke loose once more. Bayard leapt towards Ria, thinking to drag her away from danger. He failed to see the flash of movement, right before something slammed into his body. 
The breath was knocked out of him as he was pummelled to the ground. The next thing that happened astounded him. Bayard was a big man—solid and muscular—but whoever had driven him to the floor was now lifting him up by his shirt collar and carrying him outside as if he was naught but a child. The man threw him to the ground, placing a heavy boot on Bayard’s neck, holding him in place. 
The captain looked up, sucking air into his lungs and trying to understand how someone could have such strength. In the darkness it was hard to make out the man’s face; plus he seemed to be wearing a hood. 
‘What in hell are you doing?’ Bayard spat. 
‘It would be far more appropriate to be asking you the same thing, scum,’ the man told him calmly. Bayard had heard that voice before. 
Ria came running outside and was looking between the two men. ‘What’s going on?’ she exclaimed. ‘Luca—don’t hurt him!’ 
Luca. The Bright One. All the air left Bayard’s lungs again, like a tidal wave rushing from his body. 
If this was a Bright One, then there was no chance that this could be a Follower’s bar. 
‘Tell me what you’re doing here,’ Luca ordered, and there was that same eerie calm in his voice. 
‘We at Karangul had word that this was a Follower’s bar. And we came to eradicate it. I must have been very mistaken...’ 
‘Indeed,’ Luca murmured, his voice whispering out of the cloak. ‘Vezzet sent you on those grounds? Followers?’ 
‘Yes, my lord. We were to take everyone here to a detention centre for correction,’ he said with a growl. Luca looked at him a moment longer and then removed his foot. Bayard winced, rubbing his neck and climbing to his feet. 
‘There were no Followers at the last three bars you have raided,’ Luca said. ‘There is no use in lying, Captain. I know you have been selling your victims into the slave trade.’ 
‘I beg your pardon?’ 
Luca drew back his hood and gave him a measured stare, his eyes hauntingly empty. ‘Captain, each one of your raids has been in the name of slavery. The men and women have been sold over the seas. There is no such correction centre, and your master, Vezzet, is the last person in the world who would be funding such activities—he is a Follower himself, and always has been. How you could be so ignorant to the ways of the world? Unless, of course, you’re a little slow.’ 
Bayard was silent. Finally, after running his hand through his hair several times, he looked at the Stranger ‘Maybe I am. For I certainly did not know that I have been raiding innocent people for the slave trade. If I had known the truth—’ 
‘You are quick to trust someone you’ve met once,’ Luca said, eyebrows raised. 
‘You are a Bright One,’ Bayard said simply. If there is anyone in this world more set against Followers, I have not heard of them. There was once a time when I was suspicious of my own actions, but Vezzet assured me what I was doing was right. I was a fool to be netted by such lies.’ 
‘You are not the only one Vezzet has caught,’ Luca conceded, less harshly. ‘He’s a master of deceit. You need to call off your men and let these people go.’ 
Bayard’s jaw clenched tightly as he nodded. 
‘Come with us, Adon,’ Ria said. ‘You don’t need to go back to him. You could serve the king instead.’ 
Ria had told him, when they first met, that she did not trust Vezzet. He hadn’t listened to her. 
‘It is with deepest regret that I must return to him,’ Bayard said heavily. 
‘What?’ Ria exclaimed. ‘He lied! He’s betrayed you!’ 
‘Yes, and he will pay dearly for that. But I made a deal with him a long time ago, and I cannot go back on my word. There is something ... you can have no knowledge of, something that happened a very long time ago, and it will not allow me to leave. But it may be the very thing that enables me to change him, if anyone can.’ 
‘Change him?’ Ria spat. ‘How could you be so naïve? He will never change!’ 
They didn’t understand. But it didn’t matter. He had his own reasons, and he certainly had his fair share of guilt. It would be his actions alone that could save him now. He said softly, his voice deadly. ‘I swear on the soul of my dead father, I will make this right.’ 
Luca nodded before disappearing back into the tavern, and Bayard sensed that the young man had looked into the words, and beyond them. Shivering slightly, the captain turned and walked away. 
She had said his name without thinking of the implications. A kind of knee-jerk reaction, a cry torn from her chest. Now Ria followed him from the tavern, wreathed in confusion, into the strangely fresh night. The cold air of late winter felt wrong against her skin—it was too calming after what had happened. She was very aware that she and Luca had come close to dying inside. It made her feel off balance, like she was walking through air thick with uncertainty. 
He was standing next to his beautiful horse, running his hands slowly through her mane. He looked subdued, or perhaps even sad. He turned to her in the dark and she could only make out his silhouette, plus a hint of the red in his hair, glinting in the moonlight. 
‘What the hell is going on?’ she asked, hot with anger. When he spoke, she knew she had been wrong. He was not sad, or subdued—he was furious. 
‘You heard what was said,’ he growled. 
‘I told you he was not to be trusted!’ she said, barely keeping her voice from a scream. ‘But you refused to listen! I don’t understand, Adon. Why work for him?’ 
‘I have to.’ he snapped. ‘Just leave it, Ria. You’re better off not knowing me.’ He turned back to mount his horse. 
‘Perhaps that’s true!’ she yelled after him. 
Ria del Torr stood in the dark street outside the tavern, watching the horse disappear into the dark. A thought flashed unbidden to her mind, of how neither she nor Luca had ever tried to find each other after the battle. They had given up, and look where that had led. 
Ria clenched her teeth and ran around the tavern to her horse. She and Luca had ridden to Luglio for a simple meal—little did she expect for this to happen! Gripping the reins, she charged up the cobblestones and into the darkness. 
Glancing into the sky, she knew it wasn’t far to the edge of the dream protectors, but she was certain Adon wouldn’t go beyond them at night. 
Ria pushed on down the road in the direction of Karangul, a kind of madness overtaking her as she headed fast towards the glittering threads. She was not at all prepared for him to be standing on the side of the road, just inside the dream protectors, staring up at the night sky. She almost charged straight past him, but something made her look down in that last instant to see his eyes shining up at her. 
‘What are you doing?’ she asked, reigning her horse hard. 
‘What are  you doing?’ he asked, anger still clear in his voice. 
‘Looking for you! Honestly, Adon, this is stupid!’ She dismounted from the agitated horse and stopped in front of him. They were in a field filled with wild flowers, unploughed and beautiful, with soft grass as high as their waists. The two moons were bright in the sky, and music was drifting from the town behind them. The music capitol of the world, she knew. 
The threads were awfully close, and through the twinkle of the moonlight they could both make out the flickering shadows trying to get in. 
‘I didn’t know the man well, Adon,’ she said, taking a breath, ‘I only spoke with him once or twice. But what Vezzet did was so awful that I can hate him for all the others. Why can’t you do the same?’ 
‘You cannot bend everyone to your will, Ria,’ Adon said through clenched teeth. 
‘I’m not trying to—I just don’t understand! I can’t let you ride away and leave this as it is,’ she tried, her anger waning. ‘I know there’s something going on beyond what I understand.’ 
It was so dark, away from the lights of the town. The blue moon, Jael, passed behind a cloud, so that Lindel shone even brighter and they were wreathed in an eerie red mist. Bayard lowered his head and looked at his horse. 
‘I’ve seen that horse somewhere,’ Ria murmured, distracted. 
‘She had a life before me,’ he said quietly, stroking her mane. His red hair was even brighter in the moonlight. ‘Perhaps you met her.’ 
Bayard mounted up again. ‘I was waiting for my men,’ he said briskly, ‘but I suppose I must fetch them.’ 
‘They’ll come,’ she said firmly. ‘You have a moment to listen to me. I want you to know that I hate what you’re doing. I hate that man, and I hate what he stands for but I do not hate ... you.’ 
‘You do not hate me?’ he asked slowly. ‘In the name of Freyja, what a confession!’ he growled. 
‘Look, Adon. I’ve done this before with a man I cared for. We just let go. I don’t want that to happen now.’ 
He looked at her, expressionless. ‘That’s what this is about, isn’t it? You don’t want the same thing to happen again, because it would mean that you’ve failed twice. You’ve been comparing me to him the whole time. Do not bother lying—I see it at every turn. Every look you give him—you’re like an open book.’ 
Ria felt sick. Why was he saying these things? And how had this turned from a question of who Bayard worked for, into how Ria felt about Luca? ‘You’re wrong,’ she said, her voice breaking slightly. 
‘Prove it. Make me believe you,’ he said, unwavering in his severity. 
‘I came out here to tell you I don’t want to just give up. I was going to ride out of the protectors to find you! Isn’t that proof enough?’ 
‘It’s proof only that you have fevered blood running through your veins—something I have known all along. Explain to me what you do not want to give up.’ 
Ria shook her head, flushed. ‘You know what I mean.’ 
‘I’m leaving right now unless you speak something worth the breath it takes to say!’ He was almost shouting now, and she was shocked by the suddenness of his temper. 
‘It’s not so easy for me. What more do you want from me?’ she asked as a sudden urge to cry came upon her. 
The night seemed very still as he considered the question. Eventually Adon shrugged and sighed. ‘I don’t know. I’ve a foolish, greedy heart.’ He shook his head dismissively. ‘Listen, Ria. I don’t know what this is, nor what you want it to be, but it just cannot work. Not after what has happened, after what I’ve learnt. I have to focus my energy on other things. You know that.’ 
She looked at him and felt a sudden pain in her chest. Not because she was reminded of another man. But because when she looked at Adon, she thought about  him, and the simple closeness of him made her happy. 
In all the names of the gods, how had she let this happen  again?
‘How can we be allowed to love each other, with two such men standing between us?’ he asked softly, and finally, after so many years of holding it all in, it was the hurt in this man’s voice that broke her, and Ria del Torr began to cry. 
‘You’re letting them stand between us,’ she told him softly through the tears. 
‘Maybe,’ he said heavily. ‘But perhaps that’s simply because I know the truth—I understand that you cannot do this.’ 
‘Adon—’ 
He shook his head. ‘We’ve both known it all along. You’ve suffered too much. It’s too hard for you, so you fight me with every breath. And I don’t have time for games. Maybe when this is over, but not now, Ria.’ 
Ria felt her legs begin to shake. The mist was around her again—that same, slow-moving mist that made everything harder to understand. Maybe it was a sort of blanket. A numbing blanket that might actually help her through this. Maybe she should embrace it. 
‘I don’t want you to try and find me—it is far too dangerous at the moment,’ he said, then ran a hand through his hair, a mannerism she had begun to recognise. Just then his men thundered past, kicking clouds of dust behind them. They stopped to wait for him nearby. A vague kind of fear descended upon her as without another word, Adon Bayard put his cap on his head and, with his knights, galloped through the protectors and out onto the dark plains. 
Ria stood for a long time, until the two moons had nearly dissapeared over the horizon. He had left her there, on her own, because she was too damaged. He didn’t think she knew how to love. What did that mean for her? What did that mean she was? 



Chapter 25
‘Did I have any children?’ Mia asked. 
‘No. You were never married either.’ 
‘Did I have a boyfriend or anything?’ 
There was a slight hesitation. ‘Not as far as I know.’ Tye shrugged. Mia was interrogating him as they stood on the balcony. It was a bit like putting a puzzle together, but having to search around for the pieces before she could even begin. 
‘So you were the person that knew the most about me?’ 
‘I don’t know, Mia. I am not so arrogant as to presume that you told me everything, nor that I was perceptive enough to see every working of your mind. But ... we knew each other well. I would be surprised if there was much you kept from me.’ 
Mia nodded. That seemed slightly depressing to her—didn’t she have any friends aside from her servant? ‘Am I the same now as I used to be?’ she asked curiously. 
Tye smiled. ‘There are parts of you that are the same, and parts that are new. You are much younger. And less sure of yourself. But knowledge and majesty will come to you. I think it’s nice that you’ve regained your innocence.’ 
Mia thought her next question was the most important, the question that would explain the most about who Nayana really was. ‘What did I want, Tye?’ 
‘A city of equals,’ he said without hesitation, ‘where all people could live together happily.’ 
She nodded, but couldn’t help looking at him more closely. ‘Yes, I get that bit. But Tye ... what did I want, for me? Deep down, what did I want out of my own life?’ 
Tye frowned, meeting her eyes. ‘I don’t understand.’ 
She smiled, a little sadly. ‘I guess that’s the answer.’ Before he could say anything more, feeling a bit silly for asking the question aloud, Mia changed the subject. 
‘I need to contact my friends,’ she said. ‘I haven’t spoken to them for days.’ 
‘I will have a message sent out straight away.’ 
‘No need,’ she grinned. ‘I have a much cooler way to talk to them. I can’t believe I forgot to tell you about this. Just wait a sec. They’re pretty far away so I’ll have to focus.’ 
Tye looked confused but didn’t say a word, so Mia shut her eyes and reached out to Anna. She could feel herself being drained instantly—the huge distance was taking its toll before she’d even made contact. 
 Anna?
 I’m here. Are you ok?
 Yeah, I’m fine but I need you to come and visit me.
 I’d love to, sweetie, but I can’t—I’m headed to Cynis Witron to find Jane.
Mia whined in disappointment.  But I seriously need to talk to you—so much has happened!
 What is it?
 I can’t even begin to tell you right now ... I’m too weak ... I didn’t realise this would take so much out of me. But as soon as she had spoken, Mia felt a sudden strengthening of her link with Anna, and knew she’d be able to speak all day if she wanted. 
 What is that? she asked, trying to feel where all the extra energy was coming from. 
 I don’t know.
 It’s me, said a third voice, and Mia was shocked to realise the strength and clarity of Jane’s voice in her mind. 
 How are you doing that?
 Dunno. I just am.
 Christ, J. You must have some serious strength if you can connect to both of us this clearly, Anna said. 
 If you think this is good, then you should see what I did yesterday, Jane replied wryly. 
 Will you  come and visit me, Janie? Mia asked.  I’m freaking out!
 I can’t right now, Mia. I’m in the Elvish city, trying to help them figure out what to do about the Valkyries.
 You’ve been there for ages though! We don’t have any Valkyries here, so it’s safer here anyway!
Jane laughed a little.  Mia, I can’t. The Elves have a kind of magic that the Valkyries can’t get through—you know the dream protectors? Well I’m thinking it might give us a clue as to how to beat them on a larger scale, instead of just repelling them.
 It’s a good idea, J. I’ll be there very soon to help you, Anna promised. There was a kind of ripple in the mind-link, and Mia realised it was Anna’s sly laugh.  Is it the only reason you’re in the Elvish city? I know of a certain prince who just happens to be alive again...
Mia grinned.  Oh my god I can’t believe I forgot about that, I’m so  in need of some girl talk! Janie—you aren’t really going out with that guy are you? He is so gorgeous  I can’t even believe it! I think I would actually die if he looked at me with those grey eyes!
There was a silence, and Mia had the feeling it was not a comfortable one. 
 I’m not going out with him, Mia, Jane said softly.  And he is not the reason I’m here. Far from it.
 Oh no! Did you two have another fight? Anna asked quickly.  You’ll be fine—you fight more than any other couple I’ve ever met.
 No. Look, can we not talk about it? Jane asked shortly. If Mia had been able to, she would have shot Anna a quizzical look. 
 Okay, sure, sorry, Anna said.  Are you okay though?
 I’m fine, Jane sighed.  I just miss you guys. I can’t wait to see you, An.
All of a sudden Mia felt depressed. Her friends were going to be together, and she was stuck all the way out here on her own. Besides which, they clearly couldn’t help her out of this mess she’d gotten herself into—they had their own to take care of. 
 It’s not a mess, Mia, Jane said gently, shocking her at how clearly she could read Mia’s private thoughts.  You’re going to be fine. You were born to do this. I couldn’t think of a more perfect role for you.
 How do you even know what’s going on?
 I’m reading it out of your thoughts now.
Mia blinked, stunned. She had no idea how to even go about reading someone’s mind. All she got from her friends was what they chose to share with her. 
 It’s easy, Jane said with a laugh.  I’ll teach you one day.
 I still don’t know what you’re talking about, Mia, Anna complained. 
 Okay, well prepare to be shocked. You might actually wet your pants, so have a change of undies handy—
 Mia!
 All right, all right—I am—wait for it—the reincarnation of an ancient queen of a banished city.
There was a moment of silence. Mia started giggling uncontrollably, and soon Jane joined her, while Anna bombarded her with questions. 
Eventually, once they’d covered the topic as much as they could, the girls moved onto their boys. 
 How are they? Mia asked, feeling a stab of longing.  I haven’t had time to contact them at all recently.
There was a clear hesitation from both the other girls and Mia’s heart clenched in panic. She realised that she’d barely thought of Jack since arriving here. 
 I’m not sure, Anna replied slowly  . Luca is in Cynis Witron on what he says is business for the king, but I’m not certain I believe him. Harry is in the most dangerous watch-tower outside Amalia, trying to help defend the city, and...
 Anna—what is it? Mia snapped.  Is something wrong with Jack?
 No, she replied after a moment.  He’s fine. He just misses you.
 Jesus, Mia said.  Don’t do that to me.
Jane sighed.  I’m going to check on Luca, I think. There’s definitely something wrong with him. Are you sure you can’t guess what it is?
 I wish I could, Anna assured them.  God knows I’ve tried. It started just after the war—all he used to talk about was how bad the world was, and how much pain everyone was in. Then he stopped talking altogether. And what about Harry?
 Okay, one boy at a time, Jane replied.  He’s fighting for his people, and it’s his right to do that. It’s really brave, actually. And as for you, Mia, we’ll try to visit you as soon as possible. For now, be strong, and be sure of yourself. You could do that job in your sleep.
When they were finally gone Mia didn’t feel the least bit weary. 
‘Are you all right, highness?’ Tye asked quickly. 
‘Yes, actually, I’m fine,’ she replied cheerfully. 
Mia turned back to the view of the city. New vigour had come to her, and she felt as though she could do anything. She could enjoy the fact that she had made this city what it was. Too bad she couldn’t remember doing it. 
Her momentary happiness was tempered by a realisation. She hadn’t thought about Jack in days, until just now when someone else mentioned him. What did that mean? Once upon a time she’d thought she’d be in love with him forever. But that feeling had waned. Was she really that fickle? Were her emotions that fleeting? Would she ever find someone she could love properly? Or was she incapable of that? 
‘Can I ask you to explain the connection you have with your friends?’ Tye asked politely, interrupting her deliberations. 
‘I don’t know what it is exactly,’ she said. ‘Like everything else, I just seemed to have it thrust upon me. It happened when my friends bound together to defeat Leostrial.’ 
‘And Leostrial is ... the tyrant, yes?’ 
Mia smiled. ‘I forget you’ve been gone over a thousand years.’ 
‘I do not,’ he murmured softly and she looked sideways at him. He shook his head. ‘Forgive me. I meant nothing by the words.’ 
‘Tye ... you don’t always have to be so polite,’ she told him. ‘You can say what you think. I won’t be offended. I need honesty more than I need manners from you.’ 
He nodded slowly. ‘Yes, of course. You asked the same thing of me when you were Nayana.’ 
‘Good. Just act towards me as you acted towards her.’ 
He looked at her sharply. He seemed to be about to say something, then closed his mouth and looked away again. 
‘Is there something you aren’t telling me, Tye?’ she asked. 
‘Why would you think that, highness?’ 
She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Because you’re holding it back. I’d prefer the whole truth. Stop watching your words.’ 
He frowned. Again there was another long hesitation, only confirming what she had been thinking, but infuriatingly he said only, ‘I hide nothing, majesty.’ 
Jack knocked on the High Queen’s door and entered when a servant bid him to. 
‘Greetings, Jack,’ Elixia said, smiling as she stood behind her desk. Her expression faltered as she noticed how weary he looked. This was their third session in as many days, but he could hardly remember the last two since he’d been so tired. 
‘Sit down,’ she told him, showing him to a couch and sitting down next to him as he sank into it gratefully. 
‘I take it our strategies haven’t been working?’ she asked and he shook his head mutely. In fact he couldn’t even remember their strategies. Elixia motioned for a goblet to be brought to Jack. 
‘It’s a stimulant to wake you up so we can start your training.’ 
‘Oh, thank god,’ he muttered, gulping down the warm liquid. Miraculously, the drink seemed to work instantly, lifting a great weight off his body and mind. For the first time in days, and he seemed to be able to think clearly. 
‘Ah,’ he sighed. ‘That feels better.’ 
‘Welcome back,’ Elixia smiled. 
‘Why didn’t you give me that two days ago?’ Now that he was awake, the question made him kind of angry. 
‘I wanted to see if your exhaustion could outweigh your fear,’ she told him. ‘Clearly, it hasn’t. Let’s get started then. I’ll go over everything again because you clearly haven’t heard a word I said. As you know, Valkyries prey on weakness. They seek your deepest fears, your secret, private insecurities, and they magnify them a thousand times in your nightmares. They wear you down, and then when you are at your weakest, when you have nothing left, no strength, no courage, they will claim you for their own and take you to the underworld.’ 
Jack stared at her. ‘Don’t worry about sugar coating it or anything,’ he muttered. He’d never truly understood the horror of what he’d been told. Until he’d experienced first-hand a Valkyrie nightmare. 
And now Jack was one of the few people alive to tell the tale. He’d never been so terrified in his whole life as he was now, just thinking about the dreams that wreaked havoc through his body and soul. He couldn’t bear the thought of going to sleep again. 
‘So,’ the queen went on. ‘You have to fight back.’ 
‘How the hell am I supposed to do that?’ he spluttered. 
‘Well, firstly, Jack, you have to realise that this is  your mind.  Your nightmare. You can control it—you can make it what you please. Once you understand that, you’ll be able to start fighting for your own freedom.’ 
He stared at her, uncomprehending. Obviously it was his dream. That didn’t mean he could just decide what happened in it. That’s not how dreams worked—didn’t she know that? Jack needed scientists and doctors instead of motivating speeches. 
‘You don’t believe me,’ she said calmly. ‘But in order for this to work you’re going to have to.’ 
He nodded, unconvinced. ‘Okay. So what do I do?’ 
Elixia pulled out a big piece of parchment and a quill, and motioned for him to move closer. 
‘Firstly, I want you to draw your nightmares.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘We’re going to try something I call ‘imagery rehearsal’,’ she explained. ‘We need to get you to a state where you can change your nightmares. So you’re going to go over every aspect of this dream, face every moment of it, even though it will be frightening, because this will allow you to consciously change the dream and be ready for when you next sleep.’ 
He looked at her, one eyebrow raised. 
She levelled her gaze on his, her green eyes flashing. ‘Jack,’ she said softly. ‘I don’t care how sick you are. If you are going to let your scepticism rule you, you are damaging any possible chance we have of this working, and I won’t bother wasting any more of my time trying to help you. Understood?’ 
Carefully he swallowed and nodded. ‘Yes, your majesty.’ 
‘Good. Now start drawing.’ 



Chapter 26
Altor lay on his bed of ice and shivered. They’d given him a fur coat and blankets, but tonight he shivered because he was thinking of a girl, not far away, who would be crying. 
And because he was thinking of the man who made her cry. 
Just then there was a knock on his door. Without waiting for a reply, the door slid open and a barefoot figure padded into the room to stand over his bed. 
Jane’s face was streaked with tears, and she stood trembling, under-dressed for the chilly castle. 
Altor stared up at her, thinking through everything that this could mean, everything that he longed for. There were so many things wrong with this, so many levels of betrayal. He was used to behaving in a certain way; he’d put up walls and barriers because he didn’t know how to be any other way. 
In the end, though, she was just a girl, and she needed someone to hold her. 
Altor held the blankets back so that she could climb into the bed next to him, and then he stroked her hair while she wept. 
‘I don’t know how to be near him anymore,’ she whispered. 
‘I know,’ he murmured, holding her very tightly. 
‘What am I doing here? Honestly, should I just leave?’ 
‘Where would you go?’ 
Jane shrugged morosely. ‘I could go to Amalia. Or I could visit Mia—I spoke to her again this afternoon and she really needs me there. And then there is Luca...’ 
‘What is it that you really want to be doing right now?’ he asked. 
‘Finding out how to destroy the Valkyries,’ she said firmly. 
‘And right now you are in the only city that’s trying to find a way to do that. Jane, we haven’t known each other long, but I know you aren’t the kind of girl who would ever let a man determine your life. It’s not why you’re here, and you know it. You’re here to try and help. Don’t let him change your path.’ 
Jane looked up at Altor, and slowly she smiled. ‘You’re not as dumb as you look,’ she told him. 
Fern’s eyes when he emerged the next morning were hollow and ringed by deep circles. 
‘I’m late. Forgive me,’ he said, his voice haggard. Even after everything that had been happening in his life, he could still look at Altor with clear affection. 
Altor shook his head. ‘There is no need.’ 
Fern held out his hand. When Altor clasped it firmly, he said, ‘You’re a true friend, Altor, in a life where they are needed more than anything else.’ 
Altor stared at the older man, something bright in his chest. He didn’t know where such sentiments were coming from, but he didn’t want to ruin them with questions. 
They turned to saddle their horses and Altor, struggling to lighten the mood, told him, ‘You look about as good as I feel.’ 
‘I know why I didn’t sleep,’ Fern grunted. ‘But why didn’t you?’ 
‘Tell you when we get there.’ 
The two of them rode at a breakneck pace through the dark forest. They were on their way to scout out the distance between the ice city and its nearest watchtower. Fern wanted to know every inch of his land. He urged his horse forward, jumping an enormous log without so much as a glance. Altor struggled to keep up as they whipped past trees and under branches. Finally, coming to a wide, fast-flowing river, the Elvish Prince pulled his mount to a halt. 
‘We’ll have to cross further up,’ he said. 
‘Wait a minute, slow down!’ Altor breathed. ‘Why are you in such a rush?’ 
Fern clenched his jaw, looking away from his friend. 
Altor moved his horse a little closer. ‘Fern. I’m worried about you.’ 
‘I’m fine.’ 
‘No, you aren’t. You’re a complete mess. And I know someone else who is just as lost as you right now.’ Altor took a breath. ‘I spent last night with Jane—’ 
Before he’d had the chance to finish, Fern had dismounted his horse in one fluid motion and pulled Altor to the ground by the neck of his shirt. 
‘What?’ the Elf raged. He was on top of Altor, his strong hands holding the boy down, shaking him by the shoulders. And then all of a sudden in Fern’s eyes there were flames. Black orbs, full of red fire that licked and danced in fury. 
‘Fern! Stop!’ Altor yelled, trying to struggle free. ‘Nothing happened! I swear, we just talked!’ 
And just as suddenly as it had appeared, the fire in Fern’s eyes dissipated and he wrenched himself backwards, breathing heavily. 
Altor slowly pulled himself into a sitting position. 
‘Gods,’ Fern breathed, still shaking. ‘Forgive me.’ He shook his head and pushed a trembling hand through his hair. ‘I don’t know what came over me.’ 
‘It’s okay, brother.’ Altor rose to his feet and stretched out a hand to help Fern up. 
‘Truly. I’m so sorry.’ Fern shook his head. ‘And I shouldn’t have to be apologising so much to you.’ 
Altor frowned. ‘This is a mess. You’re both wrecked with exhaustion. Something has to be done!’ 
‘I know. It was unforgivable. But it is just—it is just  her.’ 
‘That’s what I mean! You’ve got a hold over each other that something has to be done about.’ 
‘But I don’t know what!’ Fern exclaimed. ‘I have no idea! Can’t you see I’m in an immovable place?’ 
Altor sighed. ‘Yes. Like I said, she came to my room last night because she was so upset about you. And she was crying. You know her better than I do, so you know she’s not a girl who cries very often.’ 
Fern covered his face with his hands. ‘Ah, gods. What am I to do?’ 
Altor spread his hands but said nothing. Jane would be horrified to know he’d told Fern about her tears, but Altor truly believed that something had to change. 
The older man remounted his horse, waited for his friend to do the same, and then the two princes continued riding. 
Fern lay awake that night, staring at the ceiling. Athena stirred next to him—she too had been sleeping restlessly. A thought came to him, an idea that he couldn’t get out of his head. It thumped against the walls of his chest, and tingled through his skin. Clenching his jaw, he rolled resolutely onto his side, refusing to give in to it. 
His heart beat faster. He couldn’t stop thinking about it, about her. 
Deciding to get a drink of water, Fern rose and pulled on his shirt. He slipped out of the room he shared with his wife and paced the empty halls. It did not take him long to realise he’d arrived outside the room he’d sworn not to go near. Fern sighed, leaning his head against the door and closing his eyes. 
All of a sudden it swung inwards and he looked up, startled. 
‘What are you doing here?’ Jane gasped. Her eyes were red and she looked truly aghast at his presence. 
‘I don’t know,’ he whispered. ‘I didn’t mean to come here. It just ... happened.’ 
She stared at him, quickly wiping the tears from her cheeks and settling her face into a mask of calm. 
‘Where are you going?’ he asked. 
Jane looked at the ground. ‘I just didn’t want to be alone.’ 
‘I know you go to him at night,’ Fern said gently. 
Jane coloured. ‘It’s not—’ 
‘I know it isn’t.’ 
Indignation flared in her. ‘But even if it was, we would certainly have a right not to be questioned by you.’ 
‘I know that, Jane. It’s not why I brought it up. Could we ... take a walk?’ 
She hesitated. ‘We shouldn’t—’ 
‘Just a walk. Of course.’ 
After a pause, she nodded and the two of them stole through the silent castle, Jane’s feet slipping on the icy floor. He led her out into the night air, through the gardens to a fountain, far away from where anyone would go at that time of night. They crept under the boughs of a weeping willow, the leaves brushing gently against their skin. Jane sat on the edge of the stone fountain, and Fern leapt up onto it, trailing his fingers through the water idly. The tiny pixies that inhabited the Elvish city buzzed through the leaves of the tree, lighting up the world with a soft glow. 
Jane leant forward and rested her head in her hands. It was much warmer now that they were out of the ice castle. And within the tree’s branches it felt like they were in their own world. It was, if she let herself think about it, a bit like the first time they’d met, shrouded in mist. But that had been magical. This was just ... sad. 
‘I don’t sleep much anymore,’ Fern said, stepping around to the other side of the fountain.’ 
‘Join the club.’ 
‘I’m going to head out of the city. Make a start on our defence.’ 
‘When?’ 
‘In the next few days. We need to get protectors up over the towns that don’t have them. Do you want to come?’ 
‘Of course,’ she said quickly. ‘I want to help. Would that be all right? Is there another party I can go with?’ 
She looked over her shoulder at him, and his expression just then seemed very pained. ‘You don’t want to come with me? Altor will be with me.’ 
‘Oh. All right. I guess that’s okay then. I’m glad we have a plan of action.’ 
They lapsed into silence. Jane watched the tiny, glowing pixies dance and fly through the tree, making it seem more alive. 
‘I miss you,’ he said without warning, so softly she barely heard him. 
Jane closed her eyes. ‘We’ve talked about this—we’re friends. That’s all.’ 
‘Jane, I miss you,’ he repeated roughly. ‘How did we get here?’ 
Jane said nothing. If she opened her mouth she wouldn’t be able to stop the tears from coming, and she really didn’t want to cry in front of him. 
‘I’d give anything to be able to change this,’ he went on. He started walking slowly around the fountain. She didn’t look at him, but she could hear his light footsteps. 
‘How can I change it?’ Fern pressed, his voice hoarse. ‘I don’t know what to do.’ 
Jane hugged her arms around herself, trying to stop her chest from hurting. 
Suddenly he was crouching in front of her, looking up into her face. ‘Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it,’ he whispered. 
A treacherous tear spilt from her eye and made its way down her cheek. She began to tremble, despite how hard she tried to keep control of her body. 
‘I love you,’ he said. ‘I wish I could tell you every day.’ 
She closed her eyes. ‘How can that be enough?’ 
‘I don’t know. It just has to be.’ And then he reached out, laying a gentle hand against her cheek. 
Jane winced, but leant into the touch. ‘It hurts,’ she whispered. 
‘I know, sweetheart.’ 
Fern moved closer, putting one arm around to sit at the small of her back, and with the other he took hold of her chin, drawing her face up. Looking into each other’s eyes, everything else ceased to exist. 
Very gently he leant in and touched his lips to hers. She quivered. It was so sweet, so passionate that she felt everything inside her catch fire. A moment they stayed like that. And then it became too hard to resist. 
Jane whimpered and reached for him, pulling him against her and kissing him hungrily, desperately. He groaned with longing and held her with his strong hands, running them over her back, through her hair, not allowing any space to come between them. 
‘I love you too,’ she sobbed, crying more tears. He tried to kiss them away, his lips touching every part of her face. ‘So much. I don’t know how to stop. I want to. But I can’t.’ 
‘Darling,’ he whispered. ‘Please don’t cry. There are too many tears.’ 
‘They’ll never end,’ she said. And if it had not already done so, Fern’s heart broke. 
He stilled and looked up at her, her tears falling silently, and then he simply put his arms around her and held her as tightly as he could. 
He stroked her hair, and she clung to him, and they stayed that way until the sun began to rise over the horizon and cast a deep red glow over the world. 
‘What are we going to do?’ she asked eventually, once the last of the pixies had gone to sleep. 
He drew back and looked at her face. 
‘Loving you, Jane,’ he said, ‘is the biggest, most important part of me. Without that, I’m hollow. I never want to stop, no matter how painful it is.’ He paused and brushed a lock of hair behind her ear. 
There was an ocean of sorrow in her eyes as she reached out and touched her fingertips lightly to his lips. ‘So we endure,’ she said softly, giving the saddest smile he’d ever seen. 
‘I can’t ask you to do that.’ 
Jane shook her head. ‘It’s not one or the other. It’s not you or me. It’s the two of us, forever. I feel what you feel. If you endure, I endure.’ She kissed him one last time, gently, and then she whispered, ‘We have to be brave.’ 
Fern nodded, holding her even more tightly. 
‘Altor says I shouldn’t let you change my path,’ she murmured idly, trying to smile. 
‘Remind me to shake his hand,’ Fern grinned, brushing his lips against her temple. 
And then, in the end, because they couldn’t really sustain their smiles, she said, ‘This can never happen again. Not ever.’ 
Fern nodded once more, not understanding how it was that he was going to be able to let her out of his arms, how it was that he was never going to kiss her, touch her. 
It wasn’t enough. From that moment on, nothing was ever going to be enough. 



Chapter 27
Jane, Fern, Altor, Eben and Silven, plus a small group of Elvish warriors, rode their horses across the plain under a sun that was high in the sky. This time Jane didn’t complain, nor did she wish to walk. She was glad to be there, glad to be doing something. They were going to take inventory of the country—split up and try to reach every small town between them. There were more dream protectors in the packs on their backs for all the places that had had to go without as the Elves struggled to keep up with the demand. From what she understood, the creation process was long and arduous. 
The Elvish Princes had warned them that coming upon a village without protection would not be pleasant. Jane nodded resolutely. She would witness, and try to help as best she could. 
‘This is where we part, brother,’ Eben said, slowing his horse and reaching out to shake Fern’s hand. 
‘Luck be with you,’ Fern said softly. ‘The gods know you will need it.’ 
Eben nodded. Each of the three princes were taking a small group separate ways. It was only Altor and Jane riding with Fern, and for this she was grateful. She didn’t feel like having to make small talk with people she hardly knew. 
Their group was taking the coastal route that would eventually lead them up and around to Sitadel. They reached the first small town on their map by midday. It was called Nova, and it was tiny. ‘Population three hundred and twenty,’ Fern read off his scroll. 
‘No protection,’ Altor said flatly, gazing down into the valley where Nova sat. They descended slowly, not wanting to alarm anyone. These villages, Jane had been told, rarely had visitors anymore. The first thing Jane noticed was the silence. The town was so still as they dismounted and walked through it that it seemed like it must be empty. The fields surrounding were all dead—nothing grew and nothing had been tended to. 
They made it to the far end of the town and found the meeting hall. There was no one inside, so they began to knock on the doors of houses, unsure of what to do. 
‘Where is everyone?’ Jane whispered. The road crumbled under her foot from disuse and neglect. Finally, at a house a little way back from the main road, someone answered Altor’s knock. Jane and Fern ran to his side, and the three of them stared at the woman inside. 
Jane thought she looked like something out of a horror movie, and had to stop herself from cringing away. The woman’s body was hunched, her skin covered in filth. Her hair was tangled and looked as though it hadn’t been brushed in years. But it was her face that was most frightening. Between cracked lips were black, rotting teeth, and the eyes that sat sunken in her skull were bloodshot. 
Without saying anything the woman motioned for them to follow her and they entered the house, holding their breaths against the smell of rot and human waste. They came upon a room, and in that room there was a bed. 
Jane’s eyes instantly filled with tears when she saw the figure lying there. It was a boy about her own age and he was moaning, deep, agonised moans as he lay in sleep, shadows passing over his face. It was clear that these people couldn’t care for themselves anymore. 
‘Are there others still here?’ Fern asked the woman. His face as he stared at the young boy was enraged. 
‘There are some,’ she whispered, her voice raspy. ‘But most have died.’ 
Altor abruptly left the room. 
‘We’ll help you,’ Jane told the woman. ‘We have things that can protect you.’ There was relief in the woman’s eyes, but it was faint. She looked too tired to react to anything. Jane and Fern left the house and joined Altor, his face dark and expressionless. 
‘God,’ Jane whispered. ‘This is so much worse than I imagined. If there are people like that in every town...’ 
Fern nodded. ‘We must be quick. Let’s set this up.’ 
He went to the edge of the town and pulled one almost invisible thread from his pack. He dug a small hole with his hand, then placed one end of the thread within the ground. Amazingly, it began to grow. It slithered into the sky, splitting into many threads that snaked out and cemented themselves into the ground on every side of the town. All of a sudden, Fern and the others were standing under a giant dome that sparkled in the sun. 
‘How does it work?’ Jane asked curiously. 
‘The threads come from Elvish earth, blessed by the mother goddess,’ Fern explained. ‘They are grown in the heart of our forest, and bound using the rare magic of Elvish water and an ancient incantation. This makes them eternally strong, and immune to creatures of darkness.’ 
‘Let’s go,’ Altor said flatly. 
‘But the people inside—’ 
‘There’s nothing more we can do for them,’ he snapped. ‘We’ve done what we came to do, now let’s get moving on to the next one.’ His voice, as it snaked out into the silence of the town, was alarmingly raw. 
Fern and Jane stared at Altor as he mounted his horse and cantered around the outskirts of town, not slowing to wait for them. Neither of them knew what to say, so they climbed onto their own mounts and followed him. 
‘Accolon,’ Satine said to the man sitting on the opposite side of her desk. ‘You’ve been here for some time now, and all you want to talk about is the slave trade.’ 
He stared at her blankly. ‘It is a serious issue.’ 
‘I don’t disagree. But don’t you think we have other things to worry about too? Like the fact that our armies are being killed by the hundreds?’ 
Accolon clenched his teeth angrily. ‘Not you too! I get this from my wife every day! Can’t I escape it on the other side of the world?’ 
Satine stared at him. ‘What the hell do you mean “escape it”?  Of course you can’t escape it!  No one can! That’s the point!’ 
Acccolon looked out the window as though he could no longer hear her. 
‘It’s our job to change it!’ Satine pressed. ‘Do you hear me, Accolon? We have to change something, because clearly this strategy is not working.’ 
‘I put up the protectors, didn’t I?’ he asked softly. 
‘Yes, but they aren’t enough,’ she said, unable to understand why he was resisting this conversation. ‘Look, I am not blaming you. I’m just saying that we need to come up with a new plan.’ 
‘And I say we don’t!’ he hissed suddenly. 
His mouth formed a thin line. Satine looked at him, really trying to see him. She saw the jitteriness in his hands, saw the darting of his eyes, as if he were a caged animal. It was clear that his dreams were being attacked, but why hadn’t he asked for help? His wife was a famous dream walker! Besides, nightmares should not make him lose all sense of his responsibilities. 
‘They’re getting to you, aren’t they?’ she asked softly, and his eyes snapped to hers. 
‘What are you talking about?’ 
‘The Valkyries. They have been attacking you in your sleep.’ 
‘ No!’ Accolon screamed. In an instant he was pacing around the room, wringing his hands together, his gaze never resting on one thing for more than a moment. ‘I’m perfectly fine,’ he hissed. 
‘Okay, okay,’ she said quickly. ‘I’m sorry. I believe you. Why don’t you just calm down and sit?’ 
The High King stopped pacing and turned to her, freezing. ‘You still love me, don’t you?’ 
Satine felt the breath leave her. It wasn’t so much that he’d asked the question—she’d half been expecting something like this from him. It was the look in his eyes, the depth of vulnerability in his face, and the random moment in which he’d brought it up. Before she had a chance to say anything, he shook his head, a strange smile on his face. ‘Of course you do. And one day, the two of us will be together.’ 
Satine’s eyes widened. ‘Accolon—what? She shook her head desperately. ‘Gods. Why don’t you sit down so we can talk about this properly?’ 
‘I don’t want to sit down,’ he said flatly. He was holding the back of his chair and staring at her feverishly. 
Satine had no idea what was wrong with him, but was certain that she didn’t want him to live with any misconceptions. ‘No,’ she said softly. ‘I don’t still love you. And we aren’t going to run away together. You are the High King, and I rule here in Lapis Matyr. It’s not possible to just forget our responsibilities.’ 
Suddenly his face lost all emotion. ‘Fine,’ he said coldly. ‘You want to talk about the Valkyries? I think it’s time to have done with the ridiculous Elf magic, since it seems to be helping no one.’ 
‘ What?’ 
‘I’m taking the protectors down from Amalia, and eventually, from all the cities in Uns Lapodis.’ 
Satine felt herself turn cold. A sudden, intense terror crept into her heart. 
‘Why would you do that?’ she asked, her voice barely more than a horrified whisper. 
‘I’m going to pull the defence force back. With the money I save, I can finally put an end to the slave trade.’ 
‘But it’s not nearly as important as the Valkyries!’ she cried. ‘How could you even think of something like this? To rid your country of its only protection? Those people need your help, Accolon! You can’t abandon them!’ 
He didn’t even seem to be listening. He stared out the window, a vague expression on his face. 
‘Yes,’ he murmured. ‘You said it yourself, men are dying needlessly. They should be brought home, and then we can all forget about this nonsense with the Valkyries.’ 
Satine could no longer form any words. Nothing was going to get through to him. Suddenly she seemed to be in a waking nightmare. 
And what Satine realised, as Accolon prepared to leave for his journey home, was that without Harry here, she had no way of contacting Amalia to warn them of the horror that was about to befall their country. 



Chapter 28
Luca sat cross-legged on the floor of his bedroom in Ria’s house and tried to concentrate. All he could think about was his last lesson with Kha~dim, leader of the El~araih, before he’d left Amalia. 
For two years Kha~dim had been teaching him stealth, secrecy, deadliness. The ways of the assassin. And now, the job Accolon had ordered him to be trained for was finally upon him. 
There was revenge to be had. 
They’d been sitting opposite each other, trying to focus on the inner calm that would allow them to use their bodies in a way most humans could not. It was harder for Luca—Kha~dim was immortal, and a warrior of the undead; the younger boy was, after all, only a boy. 
‘You are not concentrating,’ Kha~dim murmured. 
Luca fidgeted restlessly. ‘I can’t today.’ 
‘Of what are you thinking?’ the older man asked slowly in his flawless English. 
‘Nothing,’ Luca replied shortly. 
‘If you were thinking of nothing, this would be working. Luca, this is something you conquered a long time ago. Why are you struggling?’ 
‘I don’t know.’ 
‘Tell me what’s wrong, or you will make a mistake, and when you do as we do, you can never make a mistake.’ 
‘I know that!’ Luca said angrily. ‘I’m sick of having to tell you every single thought I have! You’ve got no concept of privacy!’ 
‘Deal with your emotions,’ Kha~dim ordered flatly. ‘Calm yourself and tell me.’ 
Luca sighed, rubbing his eyes. ‘A woman I used to know lives in Torr, and I’ll be heading there soon. I’m just nervous, is all. It’s not a big deal.’ 
‘Petty human emotions. You should be beyond those now.’ 
Luca had been stunned by the obviousness of the answer. ‘No. I shouldn’t.’ 
There had never before been a man trained by an El~araih. Luca could drive himself mad wondering if all of this was the king’s fault, or if it was his own for not being strong enough to resist. But one thing did become clear, sitting on the floor in that house in Torr. His best friend had returned from the sky, and never in a thousand lifetimes would she let him sink so low. What he now knew for a fact was that if he survived this mission, he was never going to harm another human being for the rest of his life. 
‘Can I speak with you?’ Luca asked, finding Ria in the kitchen. She stared at him impatiently. 
He realised he should have prepared something to say because he had no idea how to begin. All he knew was that there was a need for him to redress. 
‘Ria ... I’ll be leaving tomorrow. And I wanted to tell you something. About me. About why I’m really here.’ 
Ria looked surprised. ‘All right. Go ahead.’ 
‘Firstly, and most importantly, I owe you an apology. I should have come to find you after the war, but the queen had you shipped home so that your father could take care of you. The first I’d heard of you waking up was six months after the war, and by then, I confess, I was thinking of other things. Darker things.’ 
Luca cracked his knuckles and looked down at his hands. He shrugged. He was finished with the deceit, no matter what it cost him. 
‘I started killing people for coin, on the command of the High King.’ 
Ria stared at him, and he saw the precise moment when his words sunk in. Her face changed slowly, growing pale and frightened. 
It was what he deserved. He was a monster, so why should anyone look at him differently? He forged ahead. ‘I have this desire to hurt people. Everything that happened in the war, everyone who was lost ... Jane leaving ... the world was so dark. I had this anger. And it didn’t go away when I played music—it only stopped when I hurt people. Kha~dim said I needed to use it to help my king. But...’ Luca shook his head. 
Ria turned abruptly and walked to the window. It was open even though it was still quite cold outside and she hugged herself as she stood in front of it. 
‘But Ria...’ he said, his voice softening. ‘It’s fading. I feel more like me again. And I think part of the reason for that is because I’ve been staying here with you.’ 
‘I wish you hadn’t said that,’ she said quietly. ‘I don’t want to be responsible for what you’ve done.’ 
‘That’s not what I said—’ 
‘You may as well have! I don’t want to be responsible for anything.’ She paused. ‘I don’t want to be a part of your life anymore. I can’t be.’ 
Luca felt his heart tumble. ‘Because of what I have become?’ 
‘Yes. I don’t understand who you are anymore. It’s ... frightening. And you remind me of how the music became a curse instead of a gift.’ 
‘And you blame me for that?’ It was the same question he’d asked her the other night. This time she answered truthfully. 
‘Yes. I know I shouldn’t, that it didn’t have anything to do with you. But ... I do. I can’t help it.’ 
He nodded stiffly. Ria said nothing more, but the point was clear. He shrugged, ‘Okay fine. Then the last thing I suppose I need to say is goodbye. I’m headed to a job in Karangul. I’m fairly sure I won’t make it back alive.’ 
‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Okay.’ And that was all. He stared at her in disbelief. Then he stood and walked to the door. He was clenching his teeth so as not to say anything, but suddenly he didn’t care. If he was about to die, then maybe he could be allowed to speak his mind. 
‘That’s not enough!’ he growled, rounding on her. ‘Did our relationship really mean that little to you?’ 
‘You’re the one who let it end,’ she snapped. ‘I can’t give you anything more. I wish I could accept you for who you are, but I’m not that strong.’ She paused and met his eyes. There was a strange ringing in his ears. ‘And the thing is,’ she went on softly, ‘you never came to find me. And I can never forgive you for that.’ 
Everything inside him ached. What had he expected? That she would cry and run into his arms? This was exactly what the world was about. Sadness, pain, regret, guilt, loss. There was nothing else. It was his own fault to hope for anything more. 
Luca turned and stumbled to the door. And then he paused, not looking at her, but speaking one last thing. 
‘I made a mistake. And for that I am deeply sorry. I will bid you goodbye, and hopefully this mess I have created will be over soon enough.’ 
Mia climbed out of the litter and looked around. They were on the far side of the city of Samaraq, at the top of a set of stairs that were carved into the side of a rock wall. At different levels were public baths with people cooling off under the hot sun, and all around them luscious plants and palm trees gave shade. Behind them was an enormous temple, with carvings on every surface, and gold roofs that sparkled in the sun. 
This was the sacred temple of the priestesses of the goddess Neith. 
Mia had spent the previous night listening to Tye explain Samaraq’s religion. According to him, Neith was the supreme goddess of war and hunting and she protected the souls of the dead from being devoured by Ammit, who was appropriately called ‘Devourer of Souls’. The two goddesses would always be struggling for power over the souls of mortals, until the end of time. It was the people’s jobs to pray for Neith, giving her their loyalty and their faith in order to help her win the eternal struggle. 
Standing in the shadow of the enormous temple, Mia shivered, looking up at the frescoes and carvings of the battle that were depicted over the entire surface. ‘Come inside,’ Tye told her softly, and she followed him in, grateful to escape the eyes of the monster that were shining out at her. Her sense of foreboding did not lessen, however, once they entered the temple. 
The ceilings were held aloft with marble pillars, just like the palace, but this building was very different. No light entered from any window or door, and the walls were black, so that the only illumination came from some small lanterns. As her eyes adjusted to the dimness, shapes seemed to appear on the walls, emerging out of the darkness. Hundreds of glittering eyes, made from ruby stones, flickering in the candlelight. 
‘What are they?’ she whispered. 
‘Demons,’ Tye said darkly. ‘The servants of Ammit. Here to remind us of what the Lady Neith fights every moment we are alive.’ 
Mia shivered again and turned her eyes to the plinth at the end of the temple. Here stood a mighty stone statue of a woman. She had no doubt that this was Neith. In one hand the goddess held her cat-of-nine-tails whip, each tip adorned with a sharp metal spike. Around her neck there was a long, deadly snake, its eyes made of the same ruby stones as the demons. 
‘What’s with the snake?’ Mia whispered, unable to take her eyes off the statue. 
‘Neith’s servant and fiercest weapon. Saipor. She can put her consciousness into the snake and use its body as she wills.’ 
Mia’s gaze shifted to the face of the goddess. She honestly didn’t know if she was more frightened of the Devourer of Souls, or of the cold, violently determined strength in the face of the goddess. 
‘She is brutal,’ Tye had told her. ‘A warrior. If you are looking for affection then you will not find it in Neith. What you will find is protection and strength.’ 
The most terrifying thing of all was the fact that Mia, as Queen of Samaraq, was supposed to be the goddess’ first anointed, the closest to her out of any mortal alive. 
‘People used to think you were like her,’ Tye had told her the night before. Standing in front of the statue, this was beyond Mia’s comprehension. 
Suddenly she felt something touch her shoulder and she gasped in terror. The sound echoed loudly within the temple. It was a woman, middle aged and very beautiful, dressed in a red robe with a hood that threw her face into shadow. It took Mia a moment to realise that where her eyes were supposed to be, there were instead empty sockets. She cringed, taking half a step back, then schooled herself to stay calm. Tye had warned her about the blind priestesses. 
‘Greetings, majesty,’ the woman said, her voice soft and seductive. Her cheek bones were severe, her head held high, and if only she’d had eyes she would have been one of the most lovely women Mia had ever seen. 
‘Hello,’ Mia said, straightening her shoulders and forcing herself not to look away from the sightless gaze. 
‘It has been a long time. We thank the goddess every day that she has seen fit to bring you back to us.’ 
Mia nodded, then remembered she couldn’t be seen. ‘Yes. I’m very grateful too.’ 
‘So too do I pray, highness,’ the woman said, her empty sockets trained eerily on Mia’s face, ‘that you will come back to us properly one day soon.’ 
Mia stared at her. ‘What do you mean?’ 
‘Half your soul is missing.’ 
There was silence in the temple. Mia looked at Tye for help, but he was deliberately staring at the ground. 
‘How did you know?’ 
‘I see more than you can with your eyes.’ 
Mia clasped her hands together, feeling frightened again. She  always felt frightened these days. 
‘It’s all right to be scared,’ the woman said. 
It would be so easy to freak out right then. Mia was, apparently, standing next to a woman who could read her mind. Instead she just felt sad. ‘But I’m queen. I’m not supposed to be scared of anything.’ 
‘That’s an untruth,’ came the honey-coated reply. ‘There is fear in everyone. It’s how you face it that makes you a queen.’ 
‘I bet Nayana was never scared.’ 
‘I know for a fact that she was. That’s what separates us from the Lady Neith, what makes us human. We are fallible. But as long as we have faith, our souls will be safe. Tomorrow night the two moons will be full together for the only time this year. We have a ritual to exact. As the goddess’s chosen daughter, you must be present.’ 
‘Of course. I’d be honoured.’ 
With overwhelming relief, Mia led Tye back out into the setting sun. The giant orb cast a brilliant orange light over the sand dunes and the pools below. Mia looked out at the people bathing. There were families with children playing and splashing happily. 
‘How am I supposed to make the decisions that keep these people safe?’ she whispered into the evening air, not really expecting an answer. But after a moment she turned to look at her head servant where he stood a few steps behind her. ‘How am I supposed to do that when I can’t even make those decisions for myself?’ 
Tye was silent. He had never needed to have those answers before. 
Mia shook her head, turning back to the sunset. ‘All that stuff...’ she murmured. ‘About faith and souls...’ 
‘I don’t understand why it makes you uncomfortable.’ It wasn’t a critique. Mia could see that Tye was actually perplexed. Well it was fair enough—he couldn’t possibly know anything outside this city and this faith. He couldn’t know about other beliefs, about science and atheism. He’d never been to Earth. 
‘It’s hard for me,’ she tried to explain. ‘I’ve grown up in a family of people who don’t believe in anything. So coming here and hearing all this stuff about goddesses and rituals and being the “chosen one”—I don’t know what to believe. It’s weird.’ 
Tye frowned. ‘I’ve never heard of anyone believing in nothing. It doesn’t make any sense to me. But maybe in your world there are different ways of life.’ 
‘Definitely.’ 
‘Here, Mia, it is different. I do not know what is right and what is wrong—it certainly seems to me that people should be allowed to believe whatever they want. But you still have to be able to to support the religion of your people. If they thought you had abandoned them...’ he shook his head slowly. ‘The fear you feel now? I think it would be multiplied in every member of this city.’ 
‘I didn’t say I was going to abandon them! I just said I was feeling a bit weird about it all.’ 
‘And all I’m saying is don’t let anyone else know you’re feeling that way.’ 
Mia stared at him, suddenly irritated. She didn’t want a rebuke—she just wanted someone to listen to her. 
‘I said I’d come to the ritual didn’t I?’ she snapped. 
‘You’ll have to do more than that,’ he warned. ‘You take part in the ritual every year. And you need to know what to do or else everyone will know something is wrong.’ 
‘Well why don’t you just tell me, rather than pointing out how naïve I am?’ 
Tye didn’t react to her tone. ‘It’s a sacrificial ritual.’ 
Mia spun around to look at him. ‘A  what?’ 
‘Neith sacrifices herself constantly to fight for us. Once a year, when both moons are full, we thank her with a sacrifice of our own: blood.’ 
‘Like what I had to do to get the city back? Cutting myself?’ she asked nervously. 
Tye gritted his teeth. He was not an angry man, but what he had been through was enough to make even the gentlest of people rage with fury. She had forgotten everything, and now this. If he wasn’t so near the temple of the goddess, he might have cursed her for taking such an important thing from him. It seemed a tragedy to him; a betrayal of Neith herself, that someone might offer blood to a goddess they didn’t believe in. 
‘You know I don’t remember!’ she snapped. 
Tye took a deep breath. ‘Sometimes you make it very hard to be around you.’ 
She stiffened at the rude words, so out of character for him. 
‘Good,’ she replied childishly. 
He sighed. ‘Forgive me,’ he said carefully. ‘I spoke out of turn. I fear I am not worthy of explaining such a thing to you.’ 
‘Tye, that’s just stupid—of course you can tell me about a ritual!’ 
‘You don’t understand. It is sacred. I am merely a servant. It wouldn’t be right.’ 
Mia shook her head, the fear and nerves finally taking form as anger. ‘You’re being ridiculous! You said yourself that I need help to understand. But you are too cowardly to give it to me yourself.’ 
He blinked, staring at her. After a moment he couldn’t stand it any longer. ‘Excuse me,’ he murmured, and then he turned and walked from the temple, past the waiting litter, in a manner completely disregarding his status as servant and completely unlike him. 
He couldn’t stand being around her like this. She knew nothing, and yet she blamed him for her confusion! It was unlike him to lose his temper, and to lay blame, especially when none of this was Mia’s fault. But ... it hurt. In ways he couldn’t name or speak aloud. 
Tye spent the rest of the afternoon pacing his bedchamber and brooding. Unfortunately, it was in this state that he received his guest. 
Somehow, he’d known she would come tonight. Something about the bond they’d shared once upon a time. He had instructed the guards to let her pass. He didn’t know why he’d done that. It was selfishness of the worst kind. 
‘Odette, you shouldn’t be here and you know it,’ Tye said quietly. 
‘You want me here, else you never would have let me pass the guards,’ she replied, shutting the door. 
He didn’t reply, knowing full well that it was the truth. 
‘Tye,’ she said, and he listened carefully for any sign of the old softness in her voice. If that vulnerability was still there, he might be undone. ‘You used to want me,’ Odette said, and there was only ice. She walked forward. ‘You used to love me, Tye. I’m still yours. I’ve been yours all these long years.’ 
Her voice was like honey caressing his mind. Tye shut his eyes so as not to look at her beauty. 
‘I know you need me,’ she said. ‘ I would never forget you.’ 
With the words, his eyes snapped open. They would not speak any further on the thing that lay in the room between them. The past. They looked at each other, both thinking the same thing. 
Odette walked forwards and took his hand gently in hers. She was not going to stop. There had been too much waiting. Once upon a time, when they were to be married, he had treasured beyond words the feel of her skin next to his, the feeling of her eyes turning to him. Things change, love grows, dies, transforms. He knew she was cold—why had he let her in? Because of memory, because of hurt. 
‘Is this what you really want?’ he asked harshly, grabbing her by the shoulders. ‘When you know what it is that I truly desire?’ 
She looked at him closely and in her eyes he thought he saw something other than coldness. Something that dated back to the beginning, when first they’d known each other. ‘I can change that,’ she said firmly. ‘I will not be second for long.’ Her long dark hair trailed behind her, and he could smell her perfume. A scent he remembered well. 
All the while, under everything else, came the question, shaped around another woman.  Why did he continue to lie to her?
‘No. I can’t do this. You need to leave.’ 
The fury in her gaze was startling as she turned her back on him and swept from the room. 
Later that night, when he lay in bed staring at the ceiling, regretting beyond words that he had let Odette into his room at all and thinking back over the events of the day, he gradually fell into an exhausted, sad sleep. Dreams wracked his mind. Disturbing dreams of serpents and ruby red eyes and bloody battles and long past desires. Then suddenly they shifted into something else entirely. 
He stood under the roof of Neith’s temple, in the exact place he’d stood that afternoon with Mia. He watched the same scene unfold once more—Mia speaking with the priestess, her back turned to him, her red hair mesmerising—but after a moment the queen turned back to him and Tye gasped, for this wasn’t Mia. It was Nayana. He could tell from the eyes. She was older now. Older and far more certain. 
She smiled at him, a smile he hadn’t seen in over a thousand years. 
‘You’re so angry, darling,’ she said softly, and his heart constricted. 
‘I ... I’m sorry,’ he told her. ‘I’m trying.’ 
‘I know you are.’ They were alone in the temple now, under the staring eyes of the demons. She moved closer to him. If he wanted to he could have reached out and touched her, but he would never do such a thing without being invited. 
‘You don’t remember anything,’ Tye said, his voice stricken, overwhelming gratitude filling his heart at being allowed a moment with Nayana. He no longer had to shoulder the weight of his memories alone. 
‘I know,’ Nayana said again. The confidence in her face was utterly beautiful. The simple knowledge of who she was and what was right. ‘But Tye,’ she murmured gently, ‘You must be patient. She is so young.’ 
‘I don’t know what to do!’ 
‘Just help her. Think of me. We are the same. Don’t think of her as a different person. Just think of her as me.’ 
Tye closed his eyes, breathing in the well-remembered smell of her. ‘I miss you so much,’ he whispered. 
‘I’m still here, darling,’ she told him. ‘I always will be. Just be patient. Help me to remember and to do what’s right. That is your job now.’ 
‘It’s too hard. She looks at me and sees nothing.’ 
Nayana reached out with her fingertips and brushed his cheek, sending shivers into his soul. 
‘So you must be strong, Tye. Be patient with her.’ She paused and then smiled once more. ‘You wake.’ 
Panic clutched at him. ‘No!’ he cried desperately. The edges of everything were blurring. She was fading. 
‘Just wait for me,’ Nayana said to him, as the dream dissolved around him. ‘Wait for me and I’ll come back to you.’ 



Chapter 29
Jane, Fern and Altor had been to six of the towns on their list. Each had been the same: a mess of neglect and pain. Seeing people so agonised, over and over again, was becoming hard for Jane to bear. At least she knew the three of them were helping—the protectors would make a huge difference, so that people could try and salvage their lives. 
Now, halfway between towns, they sat under some trees to a midday meal. Jane passed each of the boys a chunk of bread and cheese out of her pack and they chewed in silence. Finally she cleared her throat. 
‘Remember when you were teaching me how to fight, Fern?’ 
He nodded. 
‘Well, I think I need to start taking lessons again.’ 
‘Maybe you should be giving us lessons,’ Altor muttered wryly. ‘Am I the only one who remembers who saved us the last time we were attacked?’ 
Jane flushed. ‘I didn’t save you—’ 
‘Don’t try to argue, Jane,’ Altor said, grinning. ‘Accept your new status as the toughest in the group.’ 
She laughed and then glanced at Fern. He was smiling very gently. It was so much easier being around him now that they’d been honest with each other. Like they had a silent pact that could keep them going, one they would never talk about again, but would at least help them to stay sane around each other. 
‘I’m not sure I could do it again,’ she said uncertainly. ‘I mean, I don’t even know how it happened.’ 
Fern nodded. ‘Okay. On your feet.’ 
‘Now?’ 
‘No time like the present.’ 
Altor gave a hoot of excitement and settled himself into a comfortable position. 
‘I’ll start with the basics again, because those sessions we did were a very long time ago. Everything has a weakness, you just have to pinpoint it and use it to your advantage. A truly great fighter is one who knows that everything is about circumstance: who can read a situation at a glance and adjust to it as necessary. The reason most people don’t have a clue how to fight the Valkyries is because they haven’t been taught about flexibility.’ 
‘Exactly!’ Altor cried, clapping his hands together, mocking his friend easily and making Jane smile. Fern winked at him and returned to his lesson. 
‘Now, when you’re fighting something in the sky, it’s a very different sort of combat. That’s why I’ve been teaching my men to use long bows. When we get back to the palace, I’ll start teaching you too, Jane. But for now, I want you to learn how to defend yourself against an attack from above. What do we know about Valkyries?’ 
Feeling as though she was being called upon for an answer in class when she hadn’t been listening, Jane stalled. ‘Valkyries ... right, um ... well...’ 
Altor raised his hand and Fern grinned. ‘Yes, Altor?’ 
‘They’re bastards.’ 
‘Thank you Al, that’s helpful. Jane, I’m talking about physical things. Things like the fact that they only fly at night, so they blend into the darkness around them.’ 
‘Oh, right. What about the fact that they only have one set of talons, and they don’t carry any weapons.’ 
‘Yes, now you’re getting it. You have to look at things closely, bring things back to basics. I noticed when they attacked us that they were weakest at the neck, on their underside, and on their wings. Obviously, if you can wound their wings and get them out of the sky, it takes away their advantage.’ 
Jane nodded. ‘Neck, belly, wings,’ she repeated. 
‘Now, if I come at you from above like this,’ Fern said, using his height to throw a slow motion blow down on top of her, ‘how are you going to move?’ 
Jane ducked and looked up questioningly. 
‘No, if you move downwards, like your instincts say, you’ve got nowhere to go—they can follow you straight to the ground. Instead, go sideways and up, using the creature’s downward momentum to surprise it. Altor, come here and help me show her.’ 
Altor jumped up and began stretching, making Jane giggle again. As the taller man made the same action, Altor sidestepped, slithering around behind Fern. 
‘See how he moved into the attack?’ Fern asked and she nodded mutely, aware of the fact that she probably would never be able to do anything like that. 
‘Do you want to try?’ 
Jane went through the motions with Fern, trying to remember each one as he showed her more and more moves for both evading and attacking things coming out of the sky, Altor shouting pieces of advice designed to help no one at all. 
‘Okay, okay,’ she sighed eventually. ‘It feels stupid when I can’t actually give it a real go.’ 
‘Let’s hope you never have to give it a real go,’ Fern muttered vehemently. 
‘Yeah, but can we do some real practice?’ she asked. 
‘What do you mean? We have been!’ 
‘No—I want to fight  you.’ 
Fern stared at her and Altor burst out laughing. ‘Just a play fight, like we used to,’ she said quickly. 
‘I hardly think you’re going to have to fight humans any time soon,’ Fern argued. 
‘You never know,’ she insisted. ‘What? Are you scared?’ 
Fern smiled, slow and delicious, and Jane smiled back. She retrieved two of the fighting poles tied to the back of the boys’ horses and threw one to Fern. 
Altor grinned, moving to give them some space. ‘Watch out Fern—she looks like she’s going for the kill.’ 
Jane knew it was ridiculous—her fighting abilities were at best poor, and Fern was ... well he was Fern. Yet there was something inside her, something that had been growing, and she felt, all of a sudden—powerful. 
He threw the first blow and she blocked it with her pole. It was so heavy that it threw her off balance and shook her to the bone. Grinning, Fern backed off. Jane could remember a time when his arrogance had infuriated her. It was nice to know some things never changed. 
Without warning, the coil of energy at the base of her leapt to life. It ran through her body, with seemingly a mind of its own. She tried to contain it—it felt too big, too consuming—but as she concentrated and opened her eyes again, Jane was standing in a completely different spot. 
‘Woah!’ she gasped, nearly losing her balance. Jane was behind Fern. He whirled to look at her, his eyes wide. 
‘What...? How did you...?’ 
Altor was motionless, having glimpsed the occurrence better than either of the fighters. 
‘How did you manage that, girl?’ Fern asked softly. 
‘No idea,’ Jane replied breathlessly. Another pulse of power shot through her. She tried to take hold of it, but it felt slippery, like trying to hold onto water, it sent her body flying through space once more. When she opened her eyes she was sprawled on the ground, several metres away from the boys. And this time, the patch of grass where she had been standing was on fire. Jane watched the boys quickly douse the fire with their cloaks. 
They both turned to stare at her. 
‘What in hell just happened?’ Altor asked softly. 
Jane opened her mouth but nothing came out. All she knew was that there was something inside her, something very large. It felt like a wild, untamed beast. But what was worse than the thought of the beast was the realisation that she’d liked the way it made her feel. She’d liked the thrill it sent into her body, the thrill of letting go of all control. 
‘How did you do that?’ Altor pressed. 
‘I don’t know,’ she murmured, forcing herself to calm down. ‘It feels a bit like when I mind-link with my friends. Or when I fought Leostrial. Like there’s some sort of energy inside me, and I just have to focus to be able to tap into it. But ... it sort of feels like it has a mind of its own. And I’m not sure how to wake it up again.’ 
‘Leostrial had power like it too,’ Altor said. ‘He said we all have a source of power inside us, but only some have the ability to awaken and control it.’ 
Jane nodded, climbing to her feet and brushing herself off. ‘Yeah. It feels like it’s been there all my life, but maybe it only came alive when I was in the sky. I have absolutely no idea what it is or what its limits are.’ 
‘Maybe you don’t,’ Fern said, a slow smile playing on his lips. ‘But it’s certainly going to come in handy.’ 
Instead of feeling relieved that they didn’t think her a freak, Jane felt nervous. The idea of using the power again both thrilled and repulsed her, but her curiosity won through. Closing her eyes she tried to feel for it once more. It was there, but now was completely unresponsive—she couldn’t get any kind of grip on it. She spent a few minutes concentrating as hard as she could, but only resulted in exhausting herself. After a while she stopped and sank to the ground. 
‘Are you okay?’ Fern asked quickly. 
‘Yes, fine. It just tires me out.’ 
‘That’s not good, Jane,’ Altor said suddenly, and Jane was surprised at the change in his tone. He frowned and stared off into the distance. ‘I don’t think you should use your power,’ he announced. ‘Nor do I think we should tell anyone about it.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Jane ... when Leostrial used my source of power he stole years from me. We have no way of knowing what this could be doing to you. It could potentially be very dangerous.’ 
Jane frowned. It was a frightening thought, and once again she ached at the thought of what Altor must be going through. A wave of dizziness overcame her and she pressed a hand to her head. 
‘I know of something that might make you feel better,’ Fern suggested. ‘We’re only an hour’s ride away from a place I was planning to surprise you with.’ 
‘The Tears of Artemis are famous for their beauty,’ Fern told her as they dismounted their horses at the top of a ravine. ‘There are pools like them in each country—in Lapis Matyr there are some called the Tears of Isis. They are heated by the springs under the ground, and are said to have healing and revitalising properties.’ 
Jane peered down into the ravine. Each pool bubbled and a tiny waterfall ran from the largest to the smallest. Thousands of tiny fireflies raced through the air above each pool, making the waters glow. 
‘We’ll have to be careful not to stay out too long. The next town is half an hour’s ride away—it has protectors so we can stay safely at an inn there tonight.’ 
It took them about twenty minutes of slow descent before they reached the pools. The crevice was dark except for the enchanting glow of the insects. 
‘It’s so beautiful,’ Jane murmured in delight, gazing around her. There were several small caves in the sides of the wall. The waters radiated steam, and the boys were not long in stripping off their outer layers and diving into the largest pool. Jane laughed as they splashed in the darkness. 
‘Are you coming in?’ Fern called and she shook her head. 
‘No. I don’t have anything to swim in,’ she said. 
‘We’re in our clothes!’ 
‘No way.’ 
‘Fine then,’ Altor said. ‘Just take them off.’ 
Fern growled at him and he laughed. 
Jane ignored them. ‘I want to have a look around.’ 
In truth she didn’t want to be in the pool at the same time as Fern, nor did she want to take a single layer of clothing off around him. 
Jane walked around the ledge. The wall travelled in a big circle and she followed it all the way back to where the boys were. 
She stopped at the smallest pool and was about to dip her hands in when Fern saw her and called out a desperate warning. 
‘No, Jane! Don’t touch it!’ In a moment, both of them were out of the water and running along the ledge towards her, dripping wet and slipping on the smooth rock. 
‘You can’t touch the water from the smallest pool!’ Altor said after they had pulled her away. ‘It’s poisonous!’ 
‘But it’s all the same water!’ she said faintly, shocked at the suddenness of their reaction. 
‘Yes, but when it gets to the last pool, the lava from under the soil contaminates it. It’s much closer to the surface, and sometimes it can leak up through the ground, tainting the water. The other two pools are all right because they’re fresh and moving.’ 
‘All right, all right,’ she said. 
They made their way back up to the larger pool where they’d left their clothes and bags. Altor jumped back into the water, imploring them both to join him, but Fern didn’t listen this time. 
‘What’s wrong—aren’t you going back in?’ Jane asked quickly. 
‘If you don’t mind, I’ll just sit here and have a heart attack,’ he said, putting his hand over his chest. 
‘Jeez, Fern. Get a grip! I didn’t die or anything!’ 
‘Ha,’ he said dryly and shoved her into the water. Jane screamed, spluttering to the surface to see Fern laughing at her. 
‘These are my only clothes!’ she screeched. ‘You could have waited until I’d taken them off!’ He grinned and dove in after her. 
Laughing, she swam to the edge of the waterfall and jumped into the second pool. Fern slithered gracefully behind her, and Altor jumped in after them, splashing half the water onto the rocks around them. He resurfaced and grinned. ‘Well, come on you two oldies, how about a game?’ 
‘Oldies?’ Fern repeated. 
‘How old are you, exactly?’ Altor asked, directing his question at Jane. 
‘Seventeen,’ she replied promptly. ‘Why, how old do I seem?’ 
He just shrugged. ‘Sometimes older, sometimes younger.’ 
Jane thought about that for a moment and decided she was okay with it. That’s the way it should be, she supposed. 
‘I’m having trouble accepting that all my friends aren’t going to be teenagers much longer! You, Altor, were only seven when I last saw you!’ she exclaimed. 
‘We met?’ he asked. ‘Is that what you were talking about when you said you missed me?’ 
Jane flushed, pointedly not looking at Fern. 
‘Surely not,’ Altor muttered. ‘I’d remember meeting you, Jane, even if it was two years ago.’ 
‘That’s not what I was talking about. We didn’t actually meet. I saw you, and I felt the way your ... father used your power when I fought him.’ 
‘Oh.’ Altor paused. He seemed to be struggling with something. ‘Can I ask you both a question?’ 
Fern nodded, treading water quietly. 
‘What was he like—my father?’ The question seeped out of him, like it had been waiting inside for a very long time, and it made him seem suddenly much younger. ‘I hardly spent any time with him, but I remember ... that I loved him once. Satine won’t talk about him.’ 
‘She must be tormented by what he did to you.’ 
‘More so, I think, because she still loves him. I think he could do just about anything and she’d still love him.’ 
Jane let out a breath. Finally, softly, she said, ‘Leostrial was strong. He was  so strong. Focused and intent, but he didn’t lack humanity—I could see that at the end.’ 
‘I only met him once, just before the battle, but he seemed cunning, well-educated,’ Fern offered. 
‘You don’t have to honey-coat this,’ Altor interrupted roughly, his voice taking on a new timbre. ‘I want to know what you really thought.’ For the first time he seemed scared and very young. Jane didn’t know what to say. Something inside her sensed that this moment was important for him, that they had to tread carefully. 
‘The truth,’ he whispered. 
‘We hated him, Al,’ Fern said gently. ‘He was our enemy. But ... neither of us  knew him. I can’t give you anything you haven’t already heard.’ 
The young prince frowned. And then something in him changed. A shadow passed over him, through his heart. His face hardened, and he turned away from them. 
The Black Prince, people called him. Jane hadn’t quite understood why until now. Until seeing how hollow, how frighteningly angry Altor could be. 
Wordlessly he climbed from the pool. 
Quickly they followed him, Jane’s heart thumping, thinking that maybe they’d made a mistake in telling him the truth. 
But he seemed more like himself when the three of them sat down together once more. He seemed to be trying. And that was when Jane knew that the two of them were probably the closest friends he’d ever had, and that they had to be there for him. 
The three of them were connected in a way that neither of the boys realised yet. More deeply than they could understand that day. 
Disappointment was not an emotion he was used to. Loneliness, anger—yes. Never disappointment. But Altor would have preferred to have experienced disappointment every day of his life if it could have prepared him for what he felt that day. 
It came from guilt and love—the two combined, for he’d found a true friend in Fern—someone he had always longed to meet, and had idolised his whole life. Altor didn’t really understand the extent of his fondness. He had only known him a matter of days, but somehow he knew that he loved Fern. 
But then there was Jane, and the fact that he  actually cared about her. He wanted to talk to her all the time, to just be near her, and this was utterly new to him. 
How had he let it happen? How had he managed to form two relationships, when he’d not let himself care about anyone in his whole life? It was a disaster. Now, it seemed, he had changed. Once he had only longed to sate his unease through meaningless distractions; now he had found something to try for. He would be there for both of them, as much as he possibly could in the time that he was granted, simply because they were the only people he’d ever met that could somehow brighten what was inside him. If they needed him—ever—he would be waiting. 
The truth was, he was only a boy. And though he would deny it to his very last breath, and the desire would confuse him beyond his capacity for understanding, what he longed for most of all was his father. 
They weren’t far from the next town, so without speaking the three of them set off, knowing that something had been forged that day, but not needing to speak about it. 
Jane gritted her teeth and sighed as the horse started trotting, jolting her with each step. Altor had thought it would be a great joke to have her paired up with none other than her nemesis, Bridie, and the bloody horse had fought her every step of the way. Altor was riding next to her and, maybe out of a guilt, he reached over to pull on Bridie’s reins, slowing her to a walk. 
‘Do you miss your home?’ he asked abruptly. 
Jane hesitated. ‘I miss my mum. I’ve got no idea what’s happened to her. That’s what hurts the most, I think. Not knowing...’ 
The boys were both looking at her intently and she suddenly wished she hadn’t opened her mouth. Luca was the only person who knew about her family, and that was only because he’d arrived at her house during one of her dad’s episodes. 
‘Knowing what?’ Altor pressed. 
Jane sighed, shrugging. ‘She has it tough. Especially if she’s there on her own. I used to try and help, but now that I’m gone—’ 
‘What are you talking about, Jane?’ Fern asked, looking closely at her face. 
Jane flushed. ‘My dad isn’t a good man. He drinks a lot, and gets kind of ... violent. It’s not a big deal. There’s plenty of families way worse than mine.’ 
They were staring at her, but she couldn’t bring herself to return their gazes. 
‘Did he ever hurt you?’ Altor asked softly. 
Jane shrugged. ‘It’s fine,’ she said firmly. ‘I’m not hung up over it so let’s change the subject.’ She risked a glance at Fern. He was staring straight ahead, his jaw clenched hard. 
‘Things in Paragor are different,’ she went on quickly. ‘When I was on Earth, things felt differently. Everything is bigger here. I feel as though I lived my whole life in a state of numbness, right up until I came here. Like grey has turned to colours. Everything is intensified.’ 
She smiled weakly, feeling silly. ‘I must sound like a nut-job. It probably makes no sense at all to you.’ 
‘You always sound like a “nut-job”, but it makes perfect sense,’ Altor told her. 
Jane smiled. ‘Well I also miss phones and fridges, and microwaves, and proper lights that actually allow you to see things, and movies, and parties and cars.’ She looked at Bridie. ‘I  really miss cars.’ 
Altor was smiling, but Fern didn’t seem to be listening anymore. Jane wished she hadn’t told him. The last thing she wanted was pity. ‘Fern,’ she said and waited for him to meet her eyes. ‘Trust me, there are way worse things to be worrying about. It’s fine.’ 
He considered this. ‘Care not for our own darkness, but that which surrounds those we love.’ 
Jane felt a rushing sense of recognition as she stared at him, astounded. 
‘A famous quote from Amara,’ Altor explained and Jane exhaled—Fern hadn’t remembered it, he just knew the quote like everyone did. But there was something strange about the way he was looking at her. 
‘But then,’ Altor went on, ‘she killed herself didn’t she? So I suppose even she wasn’t selfless enough to ignore her own pain forever. Death was better.’ 
Jane coloured as she clutched the reins. She did not look away from Fern, but realised instead that he was staring at her as though ... well it almost seemed like  he knew. But that was ridiculous. Shaking her head, she turned to look ahead once more. The rocky road had brought them into a copse of trees and she welcomed the shade gladly. 
‘Where were you, Jane?’ Altor asked suddenly. ‘Where did you go in the sky?’ 
‘I don’t know,’ she said truthfully. ‘I really don’t. Somewhere outside this world. Somewhere I wasn’t myself. Nothing could ever make me go back.’ 
There was a long silence. 
‘I wish I didn’t have to go back,’ Altor said suddenly, surprising them both with how much he seemed to be sharing today. 
‘Why?’ 
He shrugged. ‘I honestly cannot think of anything worse than having to take up my place on the throne. Being responsible for myself is bad enough without having to worry about an entire country.’ 
‘But Satine’s queen!’ Jane replied. ‘It’s not like she’s going anywhere. You’ve got plenty of time.’ 
‘Time?’ he repeated bitterly, his lip curled, making her regret her words. 
‘You’re mad,’ Fern said, shaking his head. ‘I’ve been waiting to be king my whole life. My father seems to have a little of my immortality though. Don’t get me wrong,’ he added quickly. ‘I love my father. But he’s not the king he once was. Old age is playing with his mind.’ 
‘Yes,’ Altor said slowly, ‘But time has no meaning for an immortal prince. What benefit do you think a man could do on the throne when he has only a few years at most, and not enough time to raise any heirs?’ 
No one replied. It was becoming clear to Jane that she hadn’t realised how bad things really were for Altor. 
‘I’m raving,’ he said suddenly, kicking his horse forward. ‘Ignore me.’ 
‘Don’t worry, we usually do,’ Fern told him. 
‘So how many more protectors do we have left in the pack?’ Jane asked, changing the subject. 
‘Four.’ 
‘Is that all? What are we going to do?’ 
‘It seems to me that the people here should start thinking of a way to protect themselves instead of relying on aid from us,’ Altor murmured. 
Jane stared back at him, stunned. ‘Are you serious?’ 
He shrugged, but he was still looking at her closely, his eyes alight with amusement. ‘We have to fend for ourselves. Why shouldn’t they?’ 
‘We live in cities with protection, Altor!’ Jane hissed. ‘Those people have no way to fend for themselves! They aren’t spoilt little brats from a royal family!’ 
Altor smiled. 
‘Jane,’ Fern interrupted. ‘He’s teasing you.’ 
Jane stopped and closed her mouth. ‘This isn’t a game, Altor,’ she snapped. Don’t joke about stuff like that.’ 
‘You sound like your little red-haired friend.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘You know ... the other Stranger.’ 
‘You mean Mia?’ 
‘That’s the one!’ He nodded, as if he’d forgotten her name. 
‘How do you know what she sounds like?’ Jane asked, unaccountably irritated. 
Altor shrugged. ‘She crossed into my arms. I had a little fun teaching her that the world  is a game.’ 
Jane pulled her horse to a sudden, painful halt. ‘ What?’ she hissed, feeling her blood begin to boil. ‘What did you do to her, Altor?’ 
The Black Prince was looking altogether far too amused. ‘I just taught her to loosen up a bit, that’s all. That boy she seems to be courting is nowhere near good enough for her.’ 
‘How dare you!’ Jane screamed. She slid off the horse and punched his leg as hard as she could. Altor winced and dismounted to face her. Jane could barely control herself; the idea that he had somehow hurt one of her friends—or two of them—
‘You bastard! How could you do that?’ 
Fern slid from his horse and quickly restrained her. 
‘She’s fine, Jane,’ Altor said finally. 
Jane stopped, breathing heavily, and their eyes locked. Fern was still holding her by the arms. 
‘If you ever hurt one of my friends again,’ she said softly, her tone flat and deadly, ‘you and I are through. Do you understand me?’ 
Altor gave a small nod, something in his eyes softening slightly. 
Jane shrugged Fern away and stalked back to her horse, pulling herself up, not at all gracefully. ‘You set out to hurt other people, Altor, because you find it amusing,’ she snapped. ‘But one of these days you’re going to see your actions in a new light, and you’re going to loathe yourself for it.’ 
The boys mounted their horses once more, and silently, the three of them began riding again. Time passed, and Jane felt her anger melt away. Mia had seemed fine when they’d spoken, so there was probably nothing to get worked up over. She just hated to think of the girl’s innocence being taken advantage of by someone as dangerous as Altor. 
Suddenly it was cold on the plain. Jane pulled her cloak out of the pack behind her and drew it around herself, struggling to do so while still managing the stupid horse. 
Fern reached over to control Bridie. Their eyes met, and Jane burst into laughter at his exasperated expression. It was in that moment that she felt a sudden slice of noise in her mind. 
 Jane? Are you there? Anna’s voice was hysterical, making the contact between their minds painful. 
 What’s wrong? she asked quickly, wincing at the ache in her head. 
 Something’s happened, Jane...
 What?
 It’s Luca—there’s something wrong with him. He ... he’s-...
‘Anna? What’s happened?’ Jane yelled, panic rising in her gut. The boys had stopped riding and were staring at her as if she’d gone mad. She realised she’d said the words out loud and closed her mouth, speaking only in her mind. 
 Calm down and tell me what’s wrong, she said firmly as she felt Anna burst into tears. 
 He’s been tortured—
And that was all Jane heard, for she was riding as fast as she could. God, she thought, not Luca.  Not Luca.
She had known the instant she made contact with him that something had happened to his mind. He was tormented. But she hadn’t done a thing about it, worrying only about her own problems. And now it might be too late. 
Her best friend, and it might be too late. 
Harry had taught himself to sleep during the day. It was the sensible thing to do when nights were spent battling foes in the sky. He’d been prepared for the violence, but not for the exhaustion that set in after every night. He had not been touched by a Valkyrie, but his dreams were far from normal. Dark, bloody wings, and screaming so loud it deafened him. Harry knew it shouldn’t be possible for him to hear angel’s screams; human ears should be broken by them. And yet he heard them, every night. That afternoon, as he slept through his last hours of rest before taking up his position in the sight-room, a woman walked in his dreams with him, casting a light over the winged creatures that surrounded him, making them disappear. 
She was tall, and more beautiful than any creature he’d ever seen, with eyes that glimmered like diamonds and an unearthly mist that floated around her glowing body. 
The sudden absence of chaos was like a tidal wave of relief for Harry. 
‘What are they?’ he asked, his voice little more than a whisper. ‘I know they aren’t Valkyries.’ 
The woman tilted her head. ‘Archangels,’ she answered finally, confirming his fears. ‘Dark and violent warriors of vengeance.’ 
‘Why do I see them?’ 
‘Because your fate, Harry, and the fate of your five friends, is tied irrevocably to the creatures.’ 
He shivered, feeling a deep sense of dread. 
‘But that’s not why I am here,’ the woman said. 
‘You have forgotten, Harry. Forgotten everything that once meant so much to you.’ 
He stared at her and the edges of his vision seemed to blur, the colours of the dream intensifying with her gaze. ‘What do you mean? I don’t understand.’ 
She tilted her head to look more closely at him. ‘You don’t remember.’ 
‘I don’t remember what?’ 
‘How your heart used to beat,’ the woman whispered. Harry felt a shiver slide over his skin. He felt frightened, all of a sudden. ‘You don’t remember what it was like when your heart beat only for another.’ 
‘I don’t understand,’ he repeated. 
‘You will remember one day,’ she told him. ‘Just as you have yet to understand what it is to love, so too will you learn what it is to wait. You will have her again one day, Harry. You just have to find her. You just have to remember.’ 
And then she was gone. The dream dissolved, and as he woke, he realised suddenly who she’d been. The love goddess, Freyja. Lying in his palette of straw he stared at the stone ceiling and thought hard. He was no stranger to weird dreams. Yet somehow, something about this had changed something inside him. It was like a light had flicked on. 
He didn’t understand what had happened. Nor could he explain to anyone why he had to ride from the watchtower, a sense of danger inside him, a need to be with at least one of his best friends. Jack noticed the change in him when he returned to Amalia, but Harry could not describe where it came from. He was a full man. Full to the brim. 
Lighter, darker. Happier, sadder. 
Full. 
And then came the news from a fortress called Karangul and everything changed once more. The world dimmed a little. 

Part 4
Harry
 Harry woke with a start, his heart thumping. It took a moment for him to calm down, to realise that it was just a dream. Slowly he breathed, closing his eyes against the memory of the nightmare.
 He opened his eyes and rolled over to look at his wife. She shivered very slightly and he reached down to the end of their bed to pull a light sheet over her. The window banged gently as the summer breeze entered the room and the curtains billowed lazily. He looked at her hand, clenched into a fist even in sleep, and he knew that she was dreaming restlessly too. He wished there could be a night, just one night, when she might sleep soundly, without the grief that seemed to follow her.
 He watched her chest rise and fall with the rhythm of her breathing, finding calm in the simple nearness of her. After a while she stirred, opened her eyes and looked at him sleepily.
 ‘Why are you awake?’ she asked, rubbing her eyes.
 ‘I don’t know. I keep having dreams about you, your face, and not being able to remember who you are.’
 She propped herself up on her elbows, yawning. ‘You remember me now though, don’t you?’
 ‘Of course,’ he sighed, ‘but ... it’s just strange, that’s all. It’s unsettling.’
 ‘Have you spoken to any of the others?’ she asked.
 ‘There’s no need to worry them over a dream,’ he murmured. ‘Amara’s busy with her own problems just now.’ He shook his head. ‘They all are.’
 ‘They are still your friends,’ she urged softly. ‘And you need each other more than ever right now.’
 ‘I spoke to them at the council last week.’
 ‘About war, and demons. You never just talk to them like you used to.’
 Harry sighed. ‘I know, love. There just isn’t time anymore. Not with all that we have to face.’
 He saw her shiver again. ‘Are we ... are we safe, Harry?’
 Harry scratched his beard. ‘I don’t know,’ he told her eventually. ‘He is powerful. More powerful than any of us have ever imagined one man being.’
 ‘He’s no man,’ she said darkly. ‘He is a demon.’
 Harry nodded. ‘Maybe so. In any case, it is going to take a lot to defeat him.’
 ‘Can we do it?’
 It was a question they had all asked Harry. He was the army commander of the High Country—he was expected to know the answer. And if he didn’t know the answer then he was expected to make one up and ensure it was true.
 This was the first time she’d asked him though. The first time his wife had voiced any doubt. He frowned, thinking about the question, as he did every moment of every day.
 ‘I don’t think so,’ he said finally, the first time he’d offered anyone the real truth.
 ‘At least we’re together,’ she said quietly, and her courage made him smile with gratitude that she was there, in his house, in his arms.
 He leant forward and kissed her, wondering, not for the first time, how he’d been lucky enough to find her.
 She pulled away from him, tears on her cheeks. There was hurt underlying all of their words. Underlying everything.
 ‘It’s all right,’ he said quickly, as gently as he could manage. ‘This is okay.’
 She shook her head. ‘It’s not though. What if it happens again?’ Her voice was terrified. He closed his eyes, then realised that he should not have broken the connection. He looked at her, urging her with his eyes not to be afraid.
 ‘We had no hand in it, sweetheart,’ he said, his voice rasping. ‘It was not our fault!’
 ‘Then why?’ she whispered.
 ‘I don’t know,’ he answered, thinking of all the lost children, more painful than he could have imagined, more so because he had to look at that pain etched on his wife’s face every day.
 ‘Darling,’ he said, ‘You cannot think that it is in any way our fault. We have nothing to be punished for. It is a terrible thing that happened. But if we let it ruin us, then we do not deserve a child.’
 She stared at him, the tears brimming in her eyes. He didn’t know what to say. All the words in the world had already been spoken, and they hadn’t helped one bit. So in the end he just held her, and kissed her on the forehead, and didn’t let go, vowing that if ever they got through this, they’d be the best parents any child ever had.



Chapter 30
The sun rose slowly over the town of Torr, draping it in a fog that floated in from the sea. Ria lay in bed, waiting for something to tell her she needed to rise. She didn’t want to face the man she had so cruelly withheld herself from last night. 
Sighing, she realised she wouldn’t be able to escape him forever. Not while he was living in her house. Ria dressed and went to the dining room, observing with unease that he wasn’t there, nor in his bedroom.
Before she’d had a chance to check elsewhere, there was a piercing shriek, and the ground began to shake. Ria fell to her knees, but the shudders didn’t last, and after a moment the world was silent again. 
‘Hello?’ called a voice from outside. Ria stood quickly and went to the door. A woman was running up the side of the yard, hair dishevelled, looking pale and drawn. And sitting behind her was—a  dragon. The very same dragon that two years ago had taken Ria into its claws and almost dropped her from the sky. Ria swore and jumped back inside, her heart pounding. 
‘Gods, Anna,’ she hissed, slamming the door as the blonde woman entered the house. ‘Don’t bring that thing near me!’ 
‘I’m sorry,’ Anna panted. Ria forgot her fear when she looked into the Stranger’s eyes. They were full of panic, and all of a sudden, Ria knew something very bad had happened. 
‘Where’s Luca?’ Anna asked roughly. ‘I spoke to him last night and he said he was here, but ... but there was something in his mind ...  there’s something wrong.’ 
Ria stared at her, horrified at having to be the one to say it aloud. 
‘Accolon gave him a job—’ 
‘What  job?’ Anna asked frantically. 
‘He was sent on a mission to kill Vezzet.’ 
‘ What? Why in god’s name would he  do that?’ Anna snarled. 
‘Because Luca is an assassin.’ 
Anna stared at Ria ‘Why would you say such hurtful rubbish?’ Anna snapped angrily. ‘He doesn’t know the first thing about killing!’ 
Ria looked at her, letting the truth sink in. There was a long silence, then all of a sudden there were tears in the Stranger’s eyes. 
Ria felt her own eyes prickle. ‘He has been killing people for the past year and a half. Accolon made it so. He saw a talent and he crafted it to his own benefit.’ 
‘This doesn’t make any sense...’ Anna whispered, her tears spilling down her cheeks. ‘Why would Accolon do this? How could he—he’ll be killed!’ she gasped. ‘He’s gone to Karangul, alone, to kill a man that has an army of soldiers protecting him!’ 
Ria cleared her throat. ‘If it’s at all helpful, in any way ... I get the feeling he’s good at his job.’ 
‘No it isn’t helpful! I don’t care about that!’ Anna yelled. ‘I just want him to come back!’ She stopped abruptly, taking a breath. ‘Will he come back?’ she asked, sounding almost calm. 
The hesitation would have been enough, if Anna hadn’t already known the answer. 
‘He didn’t seem to think he would,’ Ria whispered. Looking at her face, it was as though she could see Anna’s heart crumble before her very eyes. The six had been inseparable before they came here, Ria knew. 
Anna ran outside, her body shaking. 
Ria hesitated a moment, trying to understand her part in all of this. It was clear that the girl wasn’t going to make it very far without her help. 
Anna nearly collapsed as the cold air hit her tiny body. She knew she shouldn’t be out here on her own, weak as she was, but there was a driving force inside her now. 
She had never known it was possible for love to disappear so quickly. She’d fallen for Accolon all that time ago, when she’d been just a stupid child. When he’d been a man worth loving. She’d watched the love between Satine and Accolon, and she’d wanted to somehow experience the same thing, she’d wanted him to love  her in that way. Or maybe just for  someone to love her that way. 
Well, not anymore. Friendship could be stronger by far. She loved her friends more than she loved anyone. 
She shivered and shrugged off a wave of nausea. Brushing her hair out of her eyes and clenching her teeth against the pain in her chest, she ran to Locktar’s side. Before she could get far, a voice sounded behind her. Anna turned to see Ria following her. 
‘What?’ Anna yelled, only thinking of how little time they had. 
‘Where are you going?’ 
‘To find him, of course!’ 
Ria took in Anna’s stance, her stooped, thin body, her pale face and blue lips. Anna knew she looked a mess, but the last person to ask her if she was okay had been Luca. Even if there was no other reason, that alone meant she must try. 
‘You’re sick aren’t you?’ Ria asked finally. 
And Anna was just too tired to deny it any more. She nodded tightly. 
‘Don’t try to convince me not to go—I need to stop him.’ 
‘I was just going to suggest you take this cloak, if we’re going to be flying,’ Ria said softly. 
Without another word, Anna climbed onto the scaly beast, then leant down to pull Ria on behind her. 
‘How long have you been sick?’ Ria asked. 
‘Over three years.’ 
‘And it has worsened recently? There was a silence. ‘Are you very cold?’ 
‘I can’t feel my feet or hands,’ Anna said eventually. 
Ria drew the cloak she was wearing so that it encircled Anna as well as herself, and held onto her as tightly as she could. 
‘How are we going to get in?’ 
‘I’ll get us in,’ Ria said firmly. 
They arrived at the Karangul fortress, the dragon circling in the air twice before finding a safe place for them to land. Ria climbed down, relief washing through her at being away from the beast. She watched as Anna stroked its head and whispered lovingly into its ear. 
Ria led her through the open gate, guiding her by the elbow. They had to stop once as a wave of dizziness came over Anna, but it passed, and she struggled on. She waited, exhausted, as Ria spoke tersely to the guards. 
‘I need to speak with Captain Adon Bayard. Now.’ 
‘No one is to enter. Not after last night.’ 
‘What happened last night?’ 
‘Why in the name of Odin should I tell you?’ the man sneered. ‘Who are you, anyway?’ 
‘My name is Ria del Torr. I have been invited here, and I am a personal friend of Adon’s. Let me in.’ 
‘Not without the commander’s approval.’ 
‘Then go and ask him!’ Ria yelled. 
‘I don’t take orders from girls,’ he replied, looking her up and down. Ria felt distinctly self-conscious—but she had absolutely no patience for insolent fools. 
Before she could do anything irrational, Bayard appeared behind the guard. She noticed straight away how heavily his arm and hand were bandaged, and how deathly pale he looked. 
‘What’s going on?’ he asked, looking at the guards. When he spotted Ria outside, obscured by the sunlight behind her, his face grew more apprehensive. 
‘Stand down, she is a guest,’ he ordered, and the guards stood aside quickly. 
‘You are here for Luca?’ he asked bluntly. Ria nodded and his frown deepened. ‘Then I fear you are too late.’ 
After arriving home, Bayard had made up a few quick lies about the raid being successful in order to buy himself some time to work out what he was going to do. The deceit made him uneasy, but he could do nothing else. 
The army captain was in bed when he heard running footsteps and an urgent knock at his door. 
‘An intruder!’ the young soldier said as he burst into his room. ‘An intruder in the fortress!’ 
‘Where?’ 
‘He’s already been captured and taken to the interrogation room.’ 
Bayard raced from the room, pulling on a pair of trousers as he went. He didn’t have much time—he knew what happened to people in that room, and if he ever wanted to find out the intruder’s intentions, he would have to get to him before Vezzet did. 
Because deep underground, Vezzet had created a machine. An evil machine, which, when used, no amount of bravery or determination could withstand. 
Bayard ran through the dripping, dank, almost black stone passageways and came to the steel door at the end of a narrow walkway. It was barred heavily on both sides, with several padlocks and a steel plank. There were two guards at the door, armed with spears. 
‘Open the door,’ Bayard said quickly, but the guards only moved to block him from the entrance. He could hear, very faintly, the sound of screams. 
‘I’m sorry, Captain, but our orders are that no one is to enter,’ the larger of the guards said apologetically, fidgeting nervously with his spear. 
‘You know he didn’t mean me—now let me in!’ Bayard snarled. 
‘Well ... actually ... he specifically said you.’ 
Bayard frowned and ran a hand through his hair. It was cold down here, in the underbelly of the world, and he had not had time to don a shirt. 
‘Who is in there?’ 
‘I’m sorry, Captain. We don’t know. Lord Vezzet didn’t say anything about who he was. The man was putting up a fight. He needed four guards to hold him. I don’t know why you weren’t called to help.’ 
‘Describe the man to me.’ 
‘Well...’ the bigger man started, ‘he was tall ... dark hair, fair skin ... nothing different about him.’ 
‘Yeah there was,’ the smaller man cut in softly. ‘He was scary lookin’. It was his eyes. Had the look o’ death about them. And he was just a child. A boy.’ 
Bayard frowned. The screams were growing louder and more anguished. ‘Look, I need to get in. If you don’t give me the key, I’m going to go through you to get it.’ 
The guards looked frightened, but neither moved. 
Bayard stared at them. He was very still as he said, ‘Would you like to end up with the man in that room? I have the power to make it happen.’ 
The bigger guard gulped and dropped his spear. The smaller man clenched his teeth and slowly handed Bayard the set of keys. He shook his head and murmured, ‘It’s not outta fear, Captain. It’s outta respect that I’ll step aside. But you know we’ll be punished for this.’ 
Bayard looked him in the eye. ‘Not if I am alive to stop it, I swear to you.’ 
Inside, the shrieks resounded in his ears as he ran down a steep set of steps. He kept running until he came to the final door, a door that was not guarded. The smells and sounds were enough guard for most. 
Inside, a body lay on a slab, with two men standing over it. One held the instruments of the machine, the other looked on with obvious pleasure. 
They both whirled when Bayard entered, but the body on the slab did not move. Vezzet looked from Bayard to the crumpled figure and back again. 
‘I should have known only two guards could not stop you from entering.’ 
‘Who is it?’ Bayard asked, horror in his voice. 
Vezzet grinned. ‘Only someone who thought to best me. Look for yourself.’ 
Bayard walked forward slowly. The body was twisted and covered in blood, but the face, as usual, had been left untouched. And so it did not take long for the army Captain to realise that this almost dead form was that of the Bright One, Luca, who had fought to save them all, who’d fought to save a world of people that were not even his own. Bile rose in Bayard’s mouth. 
A quick temper, and a terrible one, they said about the Captain of Karangul, but not one of them could have estimated the ferocity of his fury now. 
A  Bright One. He leant over Luca and touched him gently on the forehead. Luca opened his eyes, and what Bayard saw in them was death, just as the guard had said. There was nothing in those eyes that resembled humanity, nor understanding. 
Bayard turned slowly to Vezzet. In a voice that was barely audible, he said, ‘You cannot do that to  him. Not to  him.’ 
‘He tried to kill me! Is that not evil?’ the blond-haired man asked. He was a master of deceit, Bayard remembered. 
‘I don’t know anymore. Let him go,’ Bayard said. 
‘Of course I will not! He tried to kill me. He deserves punishment.’ 
‘He is a Bright One!’ 
‘He broke the law. I deserve revenge.’ 
‘This is  his revenge. Or have you forgotten what you did to them all so long ago?’ Bayard replied through clenched teeth. 
‘I told you I made a mistake. I’ve changed. I’m a good man now,’ Vezzet said, staring into Bayard’s eyes. 
‘Despite the people you sold into slavery?’ 
Vezzet frowned and looked at his Captain closely. ‘It was the only way to make money, Bayard. For our cause,’ he said calmly, not bothering to deny it. 
‘And what is our cause? Tell me, for I am beginning to get the feeling that you and I see it very differently.’ 
‘To restore Cynis Witron to its glory. Maybe if the prince had still been alive things might have been different, but we all know what happened to Fern.’ 
‘You certainly do—you were responsible!’ Bayard growled. 
‘The boy was a fool, and deserved death,’ Vezzet replied casually. 
Bayard stared, unable to believe what he was hearing. ‘He was a hero,’ the Captain said faintly. ‘A legend. He fought the ultimate battle for good, and you call him a fool?’ 
Vezzet shook his head. ‘This is getting out of hand. The death of the prince is not of concern here.’ 
‘You’re right,’ Bayard agreed. ‘Consider me no longer under your employment. I’m leaving, and I’m taking Luca with me.’ He leant down to gather the broken body in his arms. 
‘Oh no, Adon,’ Vezzet laughed softly. ‘Have you forgotten the little agreement we made?’ 
Bayard froze. ‘I agreed to work for you only because you swore you had changed. To repair what my father did.’ 
Vezzet nodded. ‘A noble gesture. But to repair what your father did would take a long time, and a great deal of commitment. I was very scarred, Bayard. I need help to stay on the right path. I need help in taking control of Cynis Witron and the rest of Paragor.’ 
‘What?’ Bayard asked slowly. ‘You never said anything about the rest of Paragor.’ 
‘I could make it better,’ Vezzet replied. ‘Leostrial wanted to. He failed, but I can do it.’ 
 ‘What?—Leostrial wanted to destroy Paragor!’ 
‘No, he wanted to improve it. And I will, with your help. You owe it to me, Adon.’ 
Everything was falling down around him. Everything he had believed was crumbling at his feet, broken by the weight of his own stupidity. 
‘This is  not the debt I owe. You are evil, Vezzet, and I should have realised it earlier. They all told me, but I wouldn’t listen. I  trusted you!’ 
Vezzet sighed. ‘It’s awful, isn’t it? I can almost imagine what it must feel like to be betrayed. Such a shame, really—you’re too valuable to kill, but I can’t have you running off to Accolon, can I?’ Vezzet smiled. ‘You know, I’m glad your father slaughtered my family. It meant you were mine, and you have been the most wonderful tool a man could want. Riddled by guilt, you would have done anything for me!’ 
Bayard was frozen where he stood. 
Vezzet’s next words were softer. ‘What a joke you are,’ he murmured, his clear blue eyes never leaving Bayard’s. ‘That’s all you’ve ever been to me. But if you’re going to be difficult, I will have to get rid of you after all.’ 
‘My father killed every member of your family, and you don’t care?’ Bayard said faintly. 
‘Quite the contrary. It put you at my disposal.’ 
‘I should have known you were this perverse. I’ve tried to repay you for the terrible thing my father did. But you didn’t even care. You’re just insane. What have you done to him?’ Bayard’s head swam as he gestured to Luca. Every time he glanced at the boy on the table he could barely breathe. 
‘What I usually do. Well, I may have been a little less merciful on this one. But only because he came closer than anyone else has,’ Vezzet shrugged. 
‘How did you stop him?’ 
‘He killed the wrong man. My double.’ 
‘And what  exactly have you done to him?’ 
‘Why do you care?’ 
‘Because I intend to have him healed.’ 
Vezzet grinned. ‘There will be no healing this one. I shattered him some time ago. His mind was already in a state of chaos. Mind you, he was a lot harder to crack than I would have imagined. My hardest yet.’ 
‘ How did you do it?’ 
‘Strangely enough, he didn’t bare his soul to me as they usually do,’ Vezzet went on thoughtfully, ignoring Bayard. ‘But then, assassins usually are strong-willed. Only way they can do what they do, I suppose.’ He looked at Bayard. ‘You know how I did it. You’ve seen it before.’ 
‘I want to hear it from your lips.’ 
‘All right, though what good it’ll do you I don’t know.’ Vezzet paused, and then smiled slowly. ‘I started by breaking each one of his fingers, for he was a musician, and I wanted him to know that he would never play again. He managed to endure when I cut him open. And he managed to endure when I burnt him with blue fire. So finally, I used my machine.’ Vezzet’s blue eyes clouded as he relived the experience. ‘He didn’t say a word the whole time,’ he whispered, lost in thought. ‘Not even when I used the highest setting. And you know what the most amazing thing is? He stayed conscious for it all. No one else has ever endured as he did. It was beautiful, really. Only when I stopped did he let himself lose consciousness.’ 
The army captain swallowed and wished desperately that he had not asked. But someone had to bare witness to this crime. He knew that if, by some great miracle Luca ever came out of this, he would need someone to help him bare the weight of it. 
Bayard raised the knife he had been carrying. He turned to the executioner and, without a thought, slashed the man’s throat. Bright blood sprayed out, soaking him in the thick, steely liquid. The executioner gurgled and dropped to the ground, dead before he hit it. 
Vezzet froze. Bayard turned slowly to him. Usually the Captain could use his anger to control himself, causing a kind of calm to wash over him. It enabled him to focus. But this was different. This kind of anger was all-consuming. The rage was making his hands shake, causing his vision to blur. 
‘That was not a good idea,’ Vezzet said softly, his hands raised. 
‘You deserve a thousand deaths,’ Bayard said. ‘But I am only human, and can give you only one.’ Without another word, the Captain lunged. Vezzet dove out of the way, towards the table where Luca lay. Bayard turned towards him once more, but in his haze of fury he didn’t anticipate the obvious. Vezzet kicked out with his boot, catching Bayard in the face. Everything went black, and he might yet have been fine if only he’d had a moment to recover. Vezzet kicked out twice more, even harder. One boot pounded into his ear, the other went straight into his temple and everything turned black once more. 
He woke with a pounding headache. Agony was coursing through his neck and skull. Slowly, he tried to move. He couldn’t. His arms were too heavy. No, something was weighing them down.  Tying them down. There was a sound in his ears, magnified a thousand times because of his headache. A strange, clanging kind of sound. Tentatively he opened his eyes. It took a moment for his vision to clear, and then another for him to figure out what was happening. 
Bayard was tied to the stone slab next to Luca. Vezzet was standing over him, sharpening a large, serrated saw—the sound that was sending pain into his throbbing head. 
‘Time to wake up,’ Vezzet said softly. 
‘What are you doing?’ Bayard grunted, his voice coming out as a kind of muffled cough. 
‘I’m teaching you a lesson,’ Vezzet said cheerfully. ‘I’ve always wanted to try this for myself. It seems like the perfect justice for my own misfortune.’ 
That was when Bayard saw Vezzet’s wooden hand and his stomach flipped over. 
‘Get away from me, you scum!’ 
‘Now, now, there’s no need for hostility. All I want is one little hand.’ 
Bayard started to pull against the bindings, but the rope was thick; it burned against his wrists and his shoulders started to ache with the effort. A great roar of terror and fury left his mouth as his back arched in pain. Vezzet stood calmly. He moved forward and pinned Bayard’s wrist in place with his wooden hand, holding the enormous saw aloft with his good one. 
‘No!’ Bayard screamed. Luca hadn’t moved at all, just moaned slightly where he lay. 
‘Hold still, or this is going to be a lot worse,’ Vezzet muttered. 
Bayard felt a wave of nausea pass over him, and he decided, then and there, that he was not going to let this happen. He was the best god-damned fighter since Prince Fern himself, and he was not going to let some weak, rat of a man take one of his hands! Turning his head away, his eyes scanned the room quickly, coming to rest on the machine. It was on a table close by him, having only just been used on Luca. There was a wildness about that machine—even Vezzet, who had created it in his mad brilliance, didn’t quite know how it worked. Bayard let his foot drop off the side of the table. Thankfully his ankles hadn’t been tied—a hasty mistake. As quickly as he could without attracting attention, he reached his foot out and hooked it around the leg of the small table. Then, careful not to make a sound, he began to drag the table towards him. It was almost within reach of his hand when he felt the saw connect with his wrist. 
Pain shot from his hand all the way through his body, and he screamed in agony, struggling to concentrate because, for some hideous reason, Vezzet was sawing slowly. The pain was worse than anything Bayard had ever known. The only tiny consolation was that Vezzet was focusing so hard on his gruesome job that he hadn’t yet noticed what Bayard was doing. 
The table was in reach. With only his fingers, Bayard grabbed hold of the side of the machine and deftly turned it to face him so that one of the cords was in reach. There was a force of desperation driving him now. Beyond losing his hand, he knew that if he didn’t get them out of here, he and Luca would both be dead before the night was over. 
Another scream was torn from him as the saw cut deeper. All thoughts of escape left his mind as the agony took over and he finally knew what it was like to be one of Vezzet’s torture victims. 
‘Hold still,’ Vezzet muttered, pausing a moment to wipe the blood clear. 
Clenching his teeth, Bayard turned his head to the machine once more. The rope was biting deep into his flesh as he strained against it. His middle finger grazed the button, once, twice ... on the third time he pressed it properly and a tiny whirring noise began. Dark magic, this machine was. Evil magic. The only person in the world who deserved to have it used on him was its creator. 
All this time, the rope had been sawing against the side of the table, fraying and loosening. It tore through the skin, chafing it raw, but now Vezzet was down to the bone and Bayard couldn’t care less how badly the rope was hurting him. He didn’t know how much longer he was going to be able to stay conscious. 
Finally he managed to wrench his hand free and take hold of the machine’s cord. Then he flung the tip of the cord into Vezzet’s chest. A kind of spark ignited and Vezzet’s whole body began to shake. Bayard didn’t know much about what was happening; he knew only that there was some sort of force being sent through the man, setting every part of him alight from the inside. Vezzet screamed and dropped the saw, recoiling but unable to get away from the cord of his own machine. Bayard held the metal tip against the man’s chest for as long as he could before finally letting go. Vezzet fell to the floor, his body still twitching. 
Bayard sat up as best he could and looked at his hand. It was still there, still connected, though only just. Breathing heavily, he untied the rope and lifted his agonized hand to his chest, cradling it to try and stop the blood. There was a cloth that usually covered the machine, and he grabbed it quickly to tie around his wound. On shaking legs he moved to stand over Vezzet. 
‘Don’t! Vezzet tried to say, his mouth slack, his eyes drooping as he stared up in terror. 
That crazed fury was inside Bayard again, but this time his left hand was steady as he sliced his sword straight into Vezzet’s heart. 
Bayard sheathed his sword, still bloody, and went to Luca’s side. 
His wrist was a mess; the pain was beyond anything he’d ever known, and as he stood he had to lean away to vomit onto the stone ground. But what was in his mind and heart was a deep despair for the boy lying on the table. Luca’s face was almost angelic where it lay untouched. The lad was  so young. 
As gently as he could, the burly captain gathered the small, broken body into his arms, and carried him from that room of death. Tears welled in his eyes, his heart near to breaking with the horror of it. 



Chapter 31
Through the gate, head covered by the cloak. Through the streets, keeping to the shadows, past the sleeping tradesmen, to the fortress. Around to the side, where there are no guards. Up the sheer brick wall, clasping at the slight gaps in the stones. Up to the only window. Silent now. Not even a whisper. 
You don’t know where he is. This time you are blind. Through the window into a bedroom. Check the bed—it isn’t him. Into the corridor, then through several other rooms, but none are lavish enough for the leader of this fortress. Finally, a large room decorated in royal purple, like the arrogant fool he is. No, there is no time for emotion. 
Over to the bed. Two people in it again: kill them both, but silently. Don’t slit the throat—too much blood. Stab straight into the heart, and leave the knife, for it carries a message in itself. Cover the corpses with the sheets— no! It isn’t him! But who else would be in such a room? 
Now there are guards grabbing you. Kill one, two—you cannot be caught. You’ve killed three, now another and another. You are captured. You have been careless, and foolish, and now you’re to pay for it. He is there, the right one. He’s smiling, and taking you down below. Down stairs and dripping hallways of cold stone. The knife has been taken, and you cannot reach the other blades in your boots. 
Past a steel door, and then into another room. The guards put you on a table—tie you to it—and there is some kind of machine next to you. Everyone leaves except two. Him, and one other. A torturer. 
‘You shouldn’t have bothered, Luca,’ he says. ‘No one is good enough to kill me.’ 
Stay silent. You cannot have emotion. Oh, but there is too much emotion in you now. Too much  feeling. It is why you failed. 
They are hurting you now. But don’t scream. Don’t give them that. 
Pain. Pain like you’ve never felt, and you don’t even know what they’re doing. Except that they broke your fingers. Not your  fingers, please! You scream now—you cannot stop it. Now it’s only about you, and the pain, and your broken hands. But don’t tell them anything. They will have nothing from you but your screams. 				
Then there is the machine, and you know what it is now, better than anyone in this world. You and five others alone in Paragor have cause to understand. 
You are being electrocuted. 
It’s a different kind of pain. Deep within, reaching every crevice of you, seeking out every nerve ending in your body. Making it impossible to think about anything else, impossible to escape inside your mind. 
They keep hurting, and they are beginning to take away who you are. You must hang on, must not let them have it. You are Luca, and they cannot take that. But they are! No, don’t lose yourself, remember who you are. 
 Remember who you are!
More pain, and finally, only blackness. Space. Nothing. 

Part 5
Luca
 ‘Don’t go in there!’
 The words were flung in desperation, and it was only the fact that she never spoke with such urgency that made him stop. He turned to look at the two of them.
 Amara was standing with her hands stretched out to him, and as he looked at her she dropped them to her sides. Harry was next to her, frowning deeply, his arms folded over his barrel chest.
 ‘I didn’t find you in that first battle,’ Harry said calmly, ‘and bring you to the palace in order to train with me so that you could throw your life away getting caught up in all of this.’
 ‘ All of this  ?’ Luca repeated. ‘What are you talking about? The High King has asked me to help him. How do you expect me to deny the High King of Paragor?’
 Amara shook her head. ‘My father is not ... right, at the moment. You don’t need to do as he says. Not in this. Not in hurting people.’
 ‘Extracting information,’ Luca corrected bluntly. He looked away from her, from the judgement in her eyes, because he couldn’t bear it. Not from the woman he loved, had loved from the first moment he’d met her. Predictable, really. Everyone seemed to be in love with her a little bit.
 Her story was the most famous in the world. Who could have imagined that the High Princess would fall in love with the lowly son of a blacksmith? It could boggle the mind—until one actually came to meet that man. It didn’t matter what class he was born into—they were a match. It was impossible not to understand why Amara loved him, and impossible not to understand that he was the only one worthy of her.
 Luca sighed as the blacksmith’s son rounded the corner and approached them quickly.
 Fern stopped, his grey eyes darting from Luca to the people opposite him. ‘Is everything okay?’ he asked. ‘Am?’ he reached out to touch her shoulder in a way only he was allowed.
 Amara shook her head, never looking away from Luca. ‘Not really,’ she said. Fern took in her expression.
 ‘You’re helping the king after all?’ Fern asked flatly.
 ‘Of course I am.’ Luca replied.
 ‘Then you are lost.’
 Luca looked at the ground, something hurting inside him. The king saw something in him, a skill, a talent, and he needed that talent in this war. They all needed Luca’s talent, they just didn’t want to admit it.
 ‘None of you understand,’ Luca said softly. ‘This is a war. It’s bloody, and dark. There aren’t any heroes. There are only the people who die, and the people who survive.’ He paused, spreading his hands wide.
 ‘You look at me as though I’ve fallen. But we’ve all fallen, and we’re all lost amid this darkness. The only way to get through it is to act with as much decisiveness and brutality as our enemy. We need information. When we capture his spies, we have to be able to learn what they know. And if that job falls to me, then I’ll do it, no matter how distasteful you all find it.’
 This time he looked only at Amara. ‘We all have blood on our hands,’ he whispered. ‘The only difference is that you can see it on mine.’
 Slowly he turned and walked to the stairs that would lead him down into the belly of the palace, into the darkened room where he would begin to learn the arts of the torturer.



Chapter 32
The ride was a blur for Jane. She could vaguely remember the painful dash across the planes, thundering through towns and villages, Fern and Altor flanking her the whole way until finally, close to sunset, they came to Karangul. There was no resistance when they got there, only a strange pity in the eyes of the soldiers. 
‘Where is he?’ she snapped when they came to the biggest building. The soldier standing guard pointed to the hallway behind him and stepped out of the way. Jane ran down the corridor until she came to a room at the end, heedless of Fern and Altor behind her. The door was open. Jane came to a halt, frozen by what she could see within. 
Anna wept softly by the side of the bed, looking near death herself. Ria stood by the window and a tall man with red hair was standing on the other side of the bed, his arm bandaged heavily. There was a man who looked like a healer there too, but Jane’s eyes were held by only one person. 
Luca was unconscious on the bed, looking small with the blankets piled around him.
Ria gasped as she caught sight of Fern, and turned paler than she already was. She sat down heavily, transfixed as if he were a ghost. Anna barely noticed him—she was staring at Jane, who crossed the room quickly. They hung onto each other desperately. 
‘It’s going to be fine,’ Jane whispered into her hair. ‘He’ll be fine, An, I promise.’ 
Keeping her hand clasped tightly around Anna’s, Jane turned to the rest of the people in the room. ‘What happened?’ she asked roughly, looking for anyone who would answer her. Nobody did. ‘ What happened?’ she snapped more loudly. 
‘My lady, he’s been tortured,’ the red-haired man said, running his good hand through his hair. 
‘I can see that,’ Jane hissed. ‘By whom—and why?’ 
‘He came here to assassinate Vezzet, but he killed the wrong man and they captured him!’ Anna said, her voice shaking. 
The words resounded in her ears. Why the hell would Luca have tried to assassinate someone? Why would he have thought himself capable of that? 
‘ Who captured him?’ 
‘Vezzet and his guards. I was only just in time to stop them killing him.’ 
‘Who are you?’ 
‘Captain Adon Bayard of Karangul, my lady,’ he replied. ‘And you?’ 
‘Jane—I’m a friend of Luca’s,’ she said. Bayard seemed to compose himself, and then nodded. He looked at Fern and Altor. ‘There will be time for our introductions later,’ Fern said quietly. 
‘Captain, why did you save Luca if you work for Vezzet—and where is he?’ Jane went on briskly. 
‘I realised, somewhat too late, my lady, that Vezzet’s cause was not my own, and I could not stand by and watch him torture an innocent man. Vezzet is dead.’ 
‘Are you all right?’ Blood was seeping through the bandaging on his arm. 
Bayard nodded firmly. ‘I’m fine. It is merely what I deserve for my own stupidity.’ 
Jane took a breath. ‘What exactly has been done to Luca?’ 
‘Broken bones. Cuts and burns on his chest and back. And ... and something I don’t know how to name. A dark magic.’ 
‘They electrocuted him, Jane,’ Anna sobbed. 
‘What does that mean?’ Altor asked quickly. Jane didn’t even know how to begin explaining. 
‘And they broke his fingers,’ Ria whispered. Jane felt herself turn cold. 
Silently she knelt at Luca’s side. ‘What’s been done to help him?’ she asked faintly. 
‘I’ve cleaned and stitched all the wounds, my lady,’ the healer said. ‘Physically he is healed, but he will not wake up. I fear he is too mentally scarred to recover.’ 
Jane swallowed. ‘How long has it been?’ 
‘A day, almost.’ 
Jane stood again. If she stayed brisk, if she focused on the problems at hand, then she might just be able to hold it together. ‘I need a moment alone with him.’ 
‘What can you do?’ Anna asked. ‘You aren’t a doctor!’ 
‘No. But I can try something.’ A thought had occurred to her, but she had no idea if it would work, nor if she would be strong enough to do it. 
No one moved. Jane threw a desperate look at the two princes by the door. It was Altor who came through in the end. His low voice snaked into the room, ‘ All of you out. Now.’ 
They moved quickly then. 
Once she was alone, Jane pulled a stool up to the bed and sat down. Slowly she looked down at Luca. There were scars and burn marks all over his skin, but the broken bones and lacerations had been healed. Gently she ran her hands over the raw burns on his chest, and then up to his face, which was, strangely, perfectly untouched and just as handsome as ever. 
She looked at him, at her closest friend in all the worlds, in all her lives, and she felt ... wrecked. Because even more than the wounds he had been dealt last night, she could see the pain that had been there before. His face, even in sleep, held immeasurable pain. 
Jane ran her hand through his hair and kissed him gently. Then she moved her hands to take hold of his fingers. They weren’t the same as the rest of his wounds. Anguish was threaded throughout the broken pieces of bone. They may be functional one day; but no longer would he have the beautiful hands that so many women had fallen in love with. The hands that made such sounds on his guitar as she had never heard before. 
Hands that once upon a time—what seemed like a lifetime ago—Jane had told him she loved. 
‘Then they are yours forever,’ he’d laughed and she had understood, in that moment, how he loved her. 
And now they lay before her, irreparable. 
Jane kissed them and willed them to straighten. But they didn’t change, they didn’t heal, and she knew they never would. 
Still holding his hands in her own, Jane moved so that her face was above his. Carefully, gently, using the link she and her friends had forged, she sent a probe from her mind to his. But as soon as it entered his mind, Jane was barraged with a series of images, sights that blasted her senses and terrified her. Dark slashings of colour, screams and blood and pain, a man’s cruel laughter, the sound of steel on steel and the crunch of bones. They pummelled into her mind, all the bad things in the world, all the images that haunted Luca. The boy she knew was gone. All there was instead was chaos and pain, fear and bitterness. Jane gasped, wrenching her mind away from his as she stumbled back from the bed. She realised then that she wouldn’t be able to do anything to help him, even with an ability like hers. 
Luca moaned. Jane stared at him, terrified, not sure if she wanted him to wake just yet, not sure how he would be with a mind like that. 
After a while she sat down next to his bed again and watched him sleep, waiting. She must have been beside him for hours by the time he woke. The only warning she had was a slight change in the rhythm of his breathing. Then his eyes snapped open, and they looked around the room, unable to focus. They came to rest on her, and there was confusion in them. 
‘Luca?’ she said, uncertainly. 
He didn’t reply. Panic clutched at her. ‘Luca, it’s me, Jane. You know me.’ 
He started to breathe faster, and she knew he was getting frightened. 
‘It’s all right,’ she said desperately, ‘I’m here, you’re safe now,’ but Luca had begun to scream. Guttural sounds tore through the room, loud and maniacal, and that was when Jane realised that Luca was insane. 
She recoiled in horror as he thrashed around the bed, trying to get away from her. Her shaking hand covered her mouth as she backed away from him, realising that he was petrified of her. 
‘It’s all right,’ she tried to say again, but she could barely hear her voice over the sound of his screams. 
The door burst open and a swarm of people rushed into the room. Luca’s eyes bulged as he saw the bodies surging towards him. He moved from the bed and lunged towards the window. 
‘Fern!’ Jane yelled. Fern moved to intercept Luca, taking his comparatively small body in his strong grip. The boy screamed in terror at the contact. 
Fern struggled to get him to the bed again, where the man—Bayard—was positioned, ready to hold Luca down with his one good arm. 
Jane didn’t know what to do—she’d never dealt with someone this damaged. The two men held him, though he struggled for a long time. 
Jane turned to Anna and Ria. ‘Give us another minute. We’re frightening him.’ Anna had begun crying again, almost hysterically now, and Ria stared at Luca in horror. They looked at Jane, both shell-shocked, and then after a moment they left the room. 
Jane stood very still and watched, somehow knowing she must bare witness. Luca finally stopped struggling, utterly exhausted, and slumped back on the bed. 
The two men held him there until they were sure that he wouldn’t stir again. Jane went forward and slowly sat down next to him. 
‘Luca,’ she whispered carefully. 
He didn’t look at her this time; his eyes were hazy and vacant. Then he started to laugh, and the sound frightened her more than his screams. He laughed and laughed, loud, high-pitched and out of control. Jane looked to Fern, but the prince’s eyes were locked on Luca in a kind of stricken trance. 
‘Luca,’ she said again, loudly this time, and he stopped laughing abruptly. He held up his hands and looked at his fingers. The joints were swollen and red, his fingers crooked and ugly. 
‘We tried to fix them, but...’ Jane stammered. 
Slowly he let his hands drop to the bed, and allowed himself to sink wearily into the pillow. He closed his eyes, and whispered, ‘We tried to fix them for you, but...’ 
Jane didn’t understand how to deal with any of this. 
She could save the world, but she couldn’t save Luca. 
‘Bayard rescued you. He killed Vezzet and brought you here,’ she said, thinking that maybe she could provide Luca with some semblance of understanding. 
‘Bayard,’ he repeated. Then he laughed again. 
Jane looked at the red-haired man. ‘Best not to talk to him about me. I ... he has issues with me,’ was all he said. Jane turned back to Luca. He had fallen asleep. 
And then he spoke in his sleep, and it was the most lucid thing Jane had heard from him. 
‘You got yourself caught, you fool. There’s blood on your hands. You deserve this,’ he muttered so quietly that they had to strain to hear. 
‘Did he just say he deserves this?’ she asked shakily. 
Fern came to stand next to her. 
‘What do I do?’ she asked. 
Fern shook his head helplessly. He reached down and put his arm around her. Quickly she shrugged him off. There wasn’t time to fall apart. She had to be strong. 
But she truly didn’t know what to do. 
Bayard stared at the sleeping man. ‘All right,’ he said, his voice clear and calm. ‘Here’s what we do. I will have the door and windows barred, and all dangerous objects removed from the room. However long this lasts,’ he said firmly, ‘we here at Karangul will care for him until he can be moved. This may only be temporary. Until he has time to come to terms with what happened.’ 
Right then Jane loved Bayard more than anything in the world. 
‘Bayard, what  did happen down there  ?’ 
He shook his head. ‘I was too late to stop it. But Vezzet—he seeks not information, but to break minds. I’ve never seen anyone else survive the torturing. Luca is the first man Vezzet didn’t push to his death.’ 
‘I would give anything to just go back and kill the man when I threatened to,’ Jane said bitterly. ‘I could have killed him at the battle. Any one of us could have. We could have stopped this.’ 
‘Don’t,’ Fern warned. ‘Recriminations are pointless and unhelpful.’ 
‘I’ll have to tell the others,’ Jane said. 
‘I’ll do it, if you want,’ Fern offered, but she shook her head. She turned to Bayard. ‘Can you have a man brought in here to watch Luca while he sleeps, and to tell us when he wakes? Also, can you get a harp or something and put it next to his bed? Music might help.’ 
Bayard nodded and the three of them left the room hesitantly. 
Anna flew to her feet and threw herself on top of Jane, and the two of them hugged for a long time. To see her, to have her here ... Jane was more grateful than she’d ever been just to be able to hold her friend. After a moment it was Anna who pulled away and looked at Jane, her eyes older than they had been, but just as gentle and warming. Jane felt a wave of strength as they clutched hands and turned to the others together. 
Ria looked frightened. Altor stood in the corner, staring at the floor, his face expressionless. 
‘His mind is damaged,’ Jane told them. ‘I’m fairly sure he’s ... not himself.’ 
Bayard recounted what he had said in the room, and halfway through, Jane started trembling. 
Fern led her to a seat and wiped the hair from her face. 
‘You woke him up. How did you do that?’ he asked her softly. 
‘I don’t think it was me. All I did was look inside his head...’ Jane closed her eyes against a shudder. ‘It was terrifying, Fern. He was totally ruined.’ 
‘You cannot expect him to be normal straight away. He will need time. Like the Captain said, this is probably only temporary. That’s what we have to focus on, and help him through it.’ 
Bayard was leaning against the wall, cradling his arm and looking as exhausted as Jane felt. ‘He was so strong,’ the big man murmured. ‘Vezzet played cruel mind games with all his victims, games that can break anyone. But Luca didn’t say a word the entire time. The boy is as tough as anyone I’ve ever met.’ 
A small sound came from Anna’s throat and she leant against the wall for support. 
‘Have you contacted the others to tell them?’ Jane asked her, and Anna shook her head. ‘Okay, I’ll do that. For now, I think you need to tell us, Bayard, why you were working for Vezzet in the first place.’ 
The big man visibly stiffened. He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. 
‘About nine years ago, when High King Gaddemar raised the taxes, he formed a team of ruthless soldiers, and he used these men to slaughter the families who could not pay. It was a horrendous time. My father was one of these soldiers, and he happened to come across Vezzet’s family, when the boy was about fifteen. His father, mother and two sisters were killed, but the king ordered that all men fourteen years or older were to be brought to Amalia to be trained for the army. So Vezzet was spared, and he rose through the ranks to become the Chancellor’s assistant. And, well, you know the rest of that story.’ Bayard paused and shook his head. 
‘Three months after the Battle of Victory, when Vezzet was setting up his army fortress, he found me. I was working for Cornelius at the time, but he was so old, and the country was already degenerating under his rule. The Valkyries had begun attacking, and we were in a state of chaos. Vezzet told me how his family had died, and he blamed that for all the bad decisions he’d made. I took a vow of loyalty to him to try and repay my father’s debt. At that time, he convinced me he was raising his army only to overthrow Cornelius, and to restore Cynis Witron to prosperity. Like a fool, I believed him.’ 
Again Bayard paused and Ria moved to stand a little closer to him. ‘I have been helping him ever since, tied to him because of my father’s actions, always trying to repay him. He convinced me, and I must admit I was not hard to persuade, that his family’s death had traumatised him so badly that it had driven him to seek revenge, and had led him to the greatest mistake of his life—betraying Paragor. He swore that he had changed, I led raids to different towns, and I slaughtered or enslaved innocent people under the impression that they were Followers. It was not until last night that I realised. Vezzet hadn’t changed at all, and I was a imbecile not to have seen it.’ 
The Captain rubbed his eyes tiredly. 
‘So many people need not have died, but for my gullibility,’ he muttered. 
‘And so many more would have died had you not acted as strongly and as bravely as you did last night,’ Jane replied firmly. 
Fern nodded. ‘You should be commended, Captain Adon Bayard. You acted honourably, first in joining Vezzet for something you yourself were not responsible for, then in trying to banish the world of Followers. You saved Luca and rid the world of Vezzet’s vileness.’ 
Bayard stared at Fern. ‘I feel like I know you from somewhere. Have we, perchance, met?’ 
Fern grinned. ‘I’d remember such a meeting, Captain. But you may know of me, yes. I apologise for not introducing myself properly, but, my lord, I trust I have your silence on the matter?’ 
‘Of course...’ 
‘Prince Fern del Sitadel, of Cynis Witron and the Elves at your service,’ Fern said, giving a short bow. 
Bayard’s face seemed to drain of all colour. ‘Impossible,’ he whispered. After a moment he seemed to snap awake and quickly knelt to the floor. Fern smiled and told him to rise. 
‘Now is not the time for such formalities. I am here only as a friend to Luca.’ 
‘But how can this be, highness? You died! I saw it!’ 
‘Many lives, has our great prince,’ Altor said softly, meeting Fern’s eyes and smiling slightly. 
‘And this is Prince Altor of Lapis Matyr,’ Fern said. 
Bayard blinked in surprise and bowed to the ground again. ‘The Black Prince and the Elvish Prince, along with three Bright Ones, all in the fortress of Karangul,’ he said. ‘I am lucky beyond the telling.’ 
Altor shrugged, turning his gaze to where Jane sat. 
‘Now that you’re here you can take your place on the throne!’ Bayard went on excitedly. ‘Cynis Witron will be saved under your rule!’ 
Fern glanced at Jane and then back at the red-haired man. ‘That’s the plan. For now, I think it might be a good idea for everyone here to come with me to Sitadel, where we can have a proper meeting about what will happen with Karangul.’ 
‘I think that’s a good idea,’ Jane said. ‘If we can get Luca there safely.’ She turned to Anna. ‘I thought he might like to hear some music, so I’ve sent for a harp. You and I can take it in to him.’ 
Luca woke almost as soon as the door had closed after his visitors. He sat up in bed and looked around. His head was muddled and hazy, and everything he saw frightened him. The man who had hurt him was in every shadow, in every person who looked at him. 
The door opened again, startling him, and two women entered. One was small and blonde, the other was taller and had long dark hair. Something inside him said he knew them, but he couldn’t name how, couldn’t shake the feeling of terror when he felt eyes looking at him. 
The dark haired one carried a harp in her hands. She said something but he didn’t hear it. He was desperately fearful all of a sudden. 
He backed away against the wall, his teeth grinding violently. They were going to hurt him. He couldn’t remember who he was, but there was an overwhelming desire to take the instrument she held in her hands. 
His fingernails had bitten into his skin where he’d clenched his fists, and he looked down in alarm at the blood. The sight made him gasp, but he looked at the harp and felt calmer. He noticed the woman staring at his mouth, and Luca drew a hand up to realise vaguely that he’d been dribbling. 
Suddenly he felt very angry. ‘Give it to me,’ he ordered ferociously, and something in him must have frightened her, because the woman thrust the instrument towards him and hastily stepped back again. 
Luca held it in his sore, clumsy hands, and he sighed in utmost relief. The instrument was like balm on his soul. He turned and went to sit by the window. The two moons were rising through the night sky. 
Lindel came first, and for a moment the world was red with her light. It was the red of death, of pain, the red he had seen in his mind as he was tortured. He could hear his own screams in his ears. 
He sat with his legs over the side of the window and held the harp in his lap. Carefully, and ever so gently, he plucked at a string. The sound was clear, but his fingers were stiff, so when he tried to play more than one note at a time, he simply could not move them fast enough. 
Luca sat for hours into the darkness of the night and tried, desperately, to play a tune, some simple melody. All he got from the instrument was a barrage of noise. 
Any song would be fine— anything—if only he could just make music. But it hurt too much. He was too broken to move in the way he once did. And he couldn’t remember a single song. 
As the morning came, when the notes began to sound distinctly like the sound of bones cracking and the red moon had sunk from the sky, Luca flung the harp ferociously against the wall and watched in anguish as it smashed into fragments. 
Images of the splintering wood wandered through his mind, as did a masked face, and laughing yellow teeth, and blood, and the snapped strings from every instrument he had ever played, and broken vocal chords, though he could not really know what they looked like. 



Chapter 33
Athena, Princess of the Elves, next in line to be queen, newly married to a man she loved, should have been the happiest woman alive. Instead she felt only despair. But she was not so petty that she would parade her feelings for all to observe—rather, she kept them locked away. 
Her husband was gone again. Every day he had somewhere to go, and always with Altor and Jane. This time he had been gone for nights, and even though she knew he was doing good for the country, she was growing weary of the pitying glances. Where is your husband this time? Why doesn’t he attend these meetings or functions with you? Why, Athena, do you do everything alone? 
She was sure her husband was in love with someone else. She felt it in her breast—a sad longing for something that was not hers and never would be. 
It was becoming clearer who that other person might be. It stunned Athena to realise how obvious it was, how oblivious she had been to the truth. And it made her realise how impossible it was going to be for her to have him. It didn’t matter anymore that she was his wife. The binding meant nothing if it was not made in love.
So in the morning she dressed and went down to the stables to saddle her horse. With a list of the towns Fern was visiting in her pocket, she set out on her journey to find him. Find him, and end this farce of a marriage. 
She was not a woman who kept someone from being with their true love. Of this Athena was determined. Altor rode at the front, a few hundred metres ahead of the rest of the group. There was a large wagon in their party, carrying the body of the tortured Stranger. The others rode their horses flanking the wagon, making sure Luca didn’t try to escape again. They’d be spending their nights in different towns, as it was going to take them some time to reach Sitadel, slow as they were. 
That first day had been surprising. They’d saddled their horses, and Altor could remember the sound that had come from Fern upon spotting the Captain’s black mare. 
The horse gave a loud whinny and nearly kicked down the stall walls trying to get to Fern. The tall Elf greeted the horse with a laugh of joy, and started whispering into her ear as he stroked her. 
‘A friend of yours?’ Bayard had asked, bemused. 
Fern grinned. ‘Nuitdor was my horse before I was killed. Best friend a man could have.’ 
Bayard’s widened. ‘She was the horse you rode when you faced Odin?’ 
Fern nodded, his eyes fixed on the mare lovingly. 
‘Gods, you must have her back then! She’s yours!’ 
‘No, no, I could not ask you to do that—she’s been yours for the last two years.’ 
‘Please,’ Bayard implored. ‘I have no claim to her whatsoever—I want you to have her. Might we swap?’ 
Fern could resist the temptation no longer, for he nodded and mounted up, and the sight of the two of them flying across the plains together, as graceful and fast as the wind was enough to gladden every heart that saw them. 
The Black Prince pushed the image away from his mind, his mood too foul to be thinking about such things. He’d ridden ahead because he didn’t particularly want to be around any of them just then. Not even Jane and Fern. He didn’t quite know how to deal with their grief. And it was just driving home the point he had always made to himself—don’t make attachments. They only ended in messy emotions and loss. 
The wind whipped into him through his cloak. It was deathly cold out here so early in the morning. They had to get as much travelling done in daylight hours as they could. Shivering, he wished it were night so that there might be something for him to kill. 
The nightmares that shrouded him every time he slept, courtesy of the gaping wound in his arm, were terrifying. But to Altor, more frightening was the fact that they weren’t any worse than the dreams he’d had before he’d been attacked by the Valkyries. He might have been the only person in the world immune to the creatures, so accustomed to darkness was he already. 
Scanning the empty horizon, Altor suddenly spotted something. Quite a way ahead, but definitely there. A black smudge on the ground. The prince kicked his horse into a gallop, and as he moved towards it, it became all too clear to Altor what it was. 
He came upon the body of the dead person, lying next to the corpse of a horse. It would be some time before the group behind him caught up, therefore he had a moment to contemplate what to do. If it had been just a body, then he might be able to continue on, no qualms about someone foolish enough to be travelling at night. Except that this wasn’t just a body. 
It was the Princess of the Elves, the lady Athena. 
Fern’s wife. 
Quickly he took off his cloak and placed it over her mangled corpse, and then he turned and rode back towards his group, mindless of the sharp cold biting into his flesh. They all stared at him as he approached, his horse galloping as fast as it could. 
‘What is it?’ the red-haired Captain asked, but Altor’s gaze washed over him, looking for someone else. 
Fern was at the rear of the party, his horse walking silently next to Jane’s. The two of them looked up in alarm as Altor slowed to a halt in front of them. 
‘Fern,’ he breathed, holding his hands up to stop them. There was an unfamiliar feeling inside Altor. He opened his mouth to speak, but couldn’t make any words come out. Clenching his teeth at his own weakness, he said carefully, ‘There’s something up ahead that you don’t want to see, Fern.’ 
‘What? What are you talking about?’ Both he and Jane had grown very still. 
‘There’s been a ... your wife was out during the night for some reason. Her body is up ahead.’ 
Nobody said anything. The wind blew through the windows of the carriage, making a high-pitched whistling sound. Fern stared at Altor, the colour drained from his face. Jane’s eyes were wide with horror. 
The Elvish Prince sat there a moment longer, and then he kicked his horse hard, racing forward to the bundle on the ground. Altor followed him as quickly as he could, and saw as Fern dismounted and sagged to the ground. Altor turned and held the rest of the group back, letting the man have at least this one last moment alone with his wife. 
Jane felt the pain slash through her as keenly as if it had been her own grief. She watched from the back of the group as Fern bent over Athena’s body and started to cry. She wanted to go forward and comfort him, but she couldn’t make her body move. Her vision swam with a clear, brutal flash of guilt. And hot on its tail was a desperate sorrow, because she knew that she could not possibly be the one to comfort Fern. 
‘Won’t it ever stop?’ she whispered into the wind, to no one in particular. 
That evening, in the tavern they were staying in, he turned away from her when she came to find him. There was a new ache inside him, for he had absolutely no idea how he was supposed to be with her, wracked with guilt as he was. 
‘How are you?’ she asked him worriedly. 
‘Fine.’ 
Jane walked forward a few steps. ‘I’m so sorry—’ 
‘—No, don’t,’ Fern warned. ‘I can’t ... be near you right now.’ 
Jane drew back a little, her eyes anxious. 
‘Every time I looked at her, all I saw was you,’ he spat angrily. ‘And Athena knew that. She died knowing that I didn’t love her.’ 
Jane could think of nothing to say. She reached for him again but he pulled away violently. 
‘Just don’t, Jane! Not now.’ 
She nodded quickly and backed away. She paused briefly, her voice firm, ‘Please don’t blame yourself. If you do, you will never get past this.’ 
Jane found Altor sitting at the bar of the tavern downstairs from their rooms. His face was buried in a mug of ale, and he barely looked up when she sat down next to him. Ordering the same, Jane sat in silence. When the ale came she sipped at it, trying to ignore the bitter taste and focus on what she was here to say. 
‘Have you ever had a moment when things just slide into place, finally?’ she asked him softly. ‘Like you’ve just suddenly gained some perspective?’ 
Altor said nothing. 
Jane sighed. ‘I’ve been an unforgivable, whinging baby for way too long, Al. I’m really, truly sorry for my behaviour. But I wanted to tell you that I’m not going to do it anymore—wallow in self-pity. There are ... there are  so many worse things in life...’ Her voice caught slightly and she closed her eyes, willing herself not to think about the crumpled body under the cloak. 
Jane opened her eyes and placed a hand on Altor’s shoulder. ‘Altor,’ she said firmly. ‘Look at me.’ 
Slowly he dragged his eyes to her. There were deep circles under them, and he looked deathly tired. But what shocked her the most was the fury in his gaze. She ignored it—she had the same thing inside her after what they’d seen that day and they couldn’t allow it to overtake them or else they would be lost too. 
‘You have to go up there,’ she told him clearly. ‘You have to look after him. It can’t be me—but he loves you. I know you don’t want to, but y  ou’re the only one.’ 
Altor stared at her. The rage never left his face; she understood it was too deep for that. But after a while he nodded, leant forward and kissed her on the cheek softly, before heading upstairs. 
It had taken Ria the entire trip to work up the courage to face Luca. Partly because she was afraid of what had happened to him, and partly because she knew that if she was in his presence for long, she would want to take back all the cruel words she’d spoken. 
When finally they reached the palace several days later, she did visit him, and it became clear that her thoughts were foolish and selfish. Ria was the least of Luca’s problems at the moment. He was sitting at the window, looking out into the evening sky. Lindel and Jael both shone brightly, casting an eerie light on his face—his pained face that seemed to convey nothing but dreariness. 
He didn’t look at her as she entered, and she had the feeling he didn’t even notice her presence. Ria dragged a stool next to him and sat down. Slowly he turned to her, a dull, uncomprehending expression in his eyes. 
‘Luca?’ she asked, looking closely at him. 
Eventually he nodded. ‘Yes, that’s me. I’m Luca.’ His voice was slow. He stared at her, waiting. 
‘How do you feel?’ she stammered. 
He paused again. ‘I’m having trouble ... I can’t...’ he rubbed his head. ‘I don’t know ... some things. There are too many shadows. I can’t remember you...’ 
She could see he was trying, but things were muddled in his mind. She could see the distress this caused him. 
‘I’m Ria. My name is Ria,’ she replied softly, but there was no recognition at all—only a blank stare. She swallowed and shut her eyes. This was her punishment. That this man, this wonderful, broken man should not know who she was, after all that they had been through. 
He said nothing more, and Ria felt that he had left the conversation completely. 
‘Why should you remember me?’ she said lightly. ‘I’m just a friend.’ 
He turned slowly back to the window, murmuring quietly, and Ria couldn’t make any sense of what he was saying. His hands were clenching and unclenching in his lap, roiling, anxious masses of swollen flesh and nobbled bones. She couldn’t stand it any more. She had tried, but she couldn’t look at him while he was like this. 
And could she be blamed? He was frightening, and who said she had to subject herself to his madness? It was not as though she had caused it! 
Ria clenched her teeth and stood, fighting a violent wave of guilt. Luca started to laugh hysterically, his voice slicing horribly into her ears. She left quickly and shut the door. On the other side, Ria lent heavily against it and shut her eyes, sucking in deep breaths, unable to block out the sound of his cackling. 
‘Are you all right?’ Jane asked and Ria’s eyes snapped open quickly. 
‘I’m fine,’ she replied shortly, standing up straight. Jane approached from the other end of the corridor, holding some books. 
‘You saw Luca?’ Jane asked, and when Ria nodded she went on. ‘He needs the company. I’ve taken to reading to him—there’s a whole library that Cornelius has given me access to, and I think Luca really needs the mental stimulus—’ she broke off from her cheerful speech as Ria shook her head. 
‘He doesn’t know who I am!’ 
Jane sighed and rested a hand on her shoulder. ‘I know it’s hard. But it isn’t his fault. And it’s not a reflection of his feelings for you either. It’s just ... he’s hurt. It can’t be helped.’ 
This only worked to make Ria feel worse. 
‘How long were you in there with him?’ Jane asked, looking into her face. 
‘A few minutes. I had to get out of there—I couldn’t stand to see him like that!’ 
Jane frowned and patted Ria’s back gently. ‘We have to help him, Ria. He needs us to be there for him. Especially you.’ 
‘Me? I’m the last thing he needs!’ Ria laughed bitterly. ‘He’s blocked me out of his mind!’ 
‘No, Vezzet did that. Not Luca,’ Jane said firmly. When Ria didn’t reply, Jane’s frown deepened. ‘Go back and sit with him for at least a little while. He’s not going to hurt you—you aren’t allowed to just give in. I know it’s scary, but think about how he must feel. And don’t bother crying!’ 
Ria stifled the tears that had indeed been on their way. With an overwhelming sense of shame, she pushed past Jane and ran down the hall, away from his room. 
She didn’t go back to see Luca. Nor did she try to find Fern and comfort him. She could not offer any solace for Bayard after what he had been through—his guilt, and grief, and shame. 
What was wrong with her? Maybe Bayard had been right when he’d told her she was too damaged. 
Some days later, Ria paced her room, thinking about his words once again. A moment later she burst into Bayard’s room and found him sitting on the balcony, trying in vain to polish his sword with only one hand. 
‘You know what?’ she yelled. ‘I’ve been berating myself for fact that I’m not good enough for you, but you’re the one who’s damaged if you’re willing to just give up on me!’ 
Bayard stared at her blankly. ‘Ria, are you all right?’ 
‘You can’t just walk away from me because I’m too difficult!’ she snapped. ‘It’s weak and cowardly. You have to be better than that.’ Her hands had started to shake. She’d never been this angry. 
Bayard was on his feet, reaching for her. ‘It’s okay—’ 
‘—It’s not okay!’ she hissed. ‘You’re not allowed to do that! What about me, Adon? What about me when you just walk away? Instead of telling me I’m damaged, why not acknowledge that at least I’m trying? You just have to try harder too. You don’t just ... leave.’ 
He nodded, something in his eyes changing as he looked at her. He nodded again, more firmly this time. ‘Okay,’ he said seriously. ‘You are right. I won’t leave. I’ll be better. I promise I’ll be better.’ 
A few nights earlier, in another room, in another palace, two men stood looking at each other, each thinking about the message they’d just received in their mind. 
Harry, his eyes filling with enraged tears, turned and punched his fist into the door, tearing open the skin on his hand. Jack stood frozen to the spot, everything inside him finally starting to overflow. 
‘How could this happen?’ Harry asked, his voice loud in the silence of the room. Blood dripped from his hand. ‘ How could I let this happen to him?’ 
The words barely registered in Jack’s ears, because as he stood there, he was struck with a realisation that had come far too late. As he thought about what one of his best friends had become, and what had happened to him because of it, Jack understood something about himself, and what he had to do. 
It dated back to a conversation he’d had with Luca before the boy had gone off to be tortured. A conversation in a room very near this one, about the slave trade, and the Red Lion, and what Luca was going to do. Jack thought of his nightmares, and how, even with Elixia’s help, he’d barely made any progress. He thought of his own powerlessness. 
‘He was trying to change something,’ Jack said softly, almost to himself. ‘He was trying to make a difference.’ 
Harry didn’t say anything, his face weary with pain. 
‘He was trying to make a difference,’ Jack whispered once more, everything becoming clear. 



Chapter 34
Mia’s hands shook as she sat in the carriage that would carry her to the temple on the evening of the ritual. She was covered head to toe in a red veil, the same colour as the robes that the priestesses wore. The wheels bumped over the stones on the road, throwing her against the seat, rattling her nerves. 
She finally knew about the ritual. And felt like she might throw up.
How was a girl who had been a vegetarian her whole life supposed to enter a temple and slaughter a bull in front of an audience of people—then drink its blood from a sacred goblet? 
She was going to be sick. She couldn’t do it. It was barbaric. She understood now why the people of Samaraq had been thought of so badly by the rest of the world. 
Tye sat next to her, looking very worried. Gwen and Claudia kept reaching out to pat her back, or touch her arm, thinking it might help calm her. But she was beyond being calmed. Mia was terrified and panicked, and this was not going to go away unless she could somehow get out of doing what she was on her way to do. 
They arrived at the temple all too soon. 
She could hear the people outside the carriage. There must have been thousands, all those who couldn’t fit into the temple crowded outside to hear the announcement that the sacrifice had been made and the goddess was appeased for another year. 
Mia couldn’t stop thinking about Luca, about the violence that had been inflicted on him. About how she was about to commit the same kind of violence on another living creature. 
‘I’m going to be sick,’ she rasped, leaning over to put her head between her knees. Unable to stop, she vomited onto the floor of the carriage. Gwen quickly pulled her hair and veil back from her face. 
‘It’s okay,’ Claudia told her softly. Mia didn’t feel any better. This was a nightmare. She was going to ruin everything by being a weak-stomached little girl. 
‘Tell me again,’ she whispered frantically, turning to meet Tye’s eyes. 
‘Livestock is one of our most precious commodities. By sacrificing something that we need in order to survive, we are proving to Neith that we understand the sacrifices she makes for our souls every single night.’ 
‘And what does she sacrifice again?’ 
‘Every night, she battles the Devourer of Souls, risking her life that we might be safe. Isn’t it fair that we give her something in return?’ 
‘Why the hell would she want me to drink the blood of a cow? What in the world does she get out of that?’ 
‘As her anointed one you are responsible for receiving the sacrifice in her name. It proves our devotion, and your own,’ he said firmly. ‘It brings you closer to her, and therefore to us as your people. Look, Mia. It just has to be enough that you know it is important. You can work through the “whys” later. Right now, stop thinking and just do it.’ 
Mia sucked in a deep breath and, gritting her teeth, emerged from the litter into the night air. No cheer went up—this was a sombre night. All eyes watched her intently as she moved up the steps of the temple and disappeared inside. 
Hundreds of people were crammed into the space within. A good number of them were priestesses, dressed in red as she was. A sea of blood red, staring at her. 
Mia focused everything she had on staying calm as she walked up to the altar. She stood through the ritual as if in a daydream, trying not to think about what she had to do. Finally, at the very end, they led out the bull. It was perfectly white, mighty and strong, its eyes wide and crazed in the candlelight. 
The knife was placed in her hand. It was long and sharp and cold. Mia stared at it, and then the bull. 
It seemed to her then that she was floating out of her body and looking down on the scene below. She saw herself through the eyes of all those watching her, and realised that despite what was going on inside her, she looked strong and sure. She saw the faces of her people, the need in their eyes, and then she turned to the statue of Neith. There was something about the strength in the goddess’ gaze, the unwavering determination to protect and fight that made Mia come to realise something. 
In that moment, with all eyes on her, Mia first began to understand what it meant to be a true leader of people. It meant compassion, and bravery, and also strength in its most potent form. She had to be unwavering like the goddess, even if it meant doing something she didn’t want to do. This was what they needed from her, for whatever reason. It was going to make her people feel safe. That’s what mattered. 
Without another thought, Mia sliced the knife as quickly as she could across the throat of the bull and watched as the blood trickled steadily into the sacred goblet. The corpse was removed, and then the cup was offered to her. 
Looking at the statue of her goddess, the Queen of Samaraq drank the blood of the offered sacrifice to prove to her people how devoted she was to them, finally understanding in her heart what it meant to be queen. 
That night Mia stood atop the wall of the palace and looked down over her city, the cool air of the night bringing bumps to her skin. Silent tears streamed down her cheeks. They weren’t tears of sadness or inadequacy. They were simply falling because she was so full of everything. 
How could one heart have enough room in it to love an entire nation of people as if they were her very own children? It grew, that’s how. It grew until it took up her whole body. But that heart—the size of it—allowed all the sorrow inside as well. All the worry and the determination. All the sadness. 
Luca wasn’t far from her mind. She wanted to be with Jane and Anna, trying to look after him. She wanted to give him something, but she didn’t know how, when everything inside her was being taken up by this place. 
She heard footsteps and knew who was behind her. She had known with certainty that he would come and find her tonight. 
‘Tye,’ she said softly, turning to look at him. He didn’t look away from her tears, but held her gaze with the innate kindness she had come to know in him. 
‘Mia,’ he said. And there was something in his voice when he said that word that made everything shift inside her. 
‘Tell me,’ she said softly, holding his eyes. ‘Tell me what you are hiding from me. Tell me what you try each day to tell me and fail.’ 
Her heart, so overflowing, had been able to detect something she never would have seen before tonight; it was finally able to feel something that had been staring her in the face all along. 
Tye looked down at his hands clasped together tightly. ‘It has to do with why we were banished, highness,’ he said softly. ‘In the end, it was one thing that pushed us over the edge. You see, majesty, you fell in love with your servant, and such a thing, I fear, was too much to be borne.’ 
He paused, and Mia felt something clenching in her chest. Too many avenues, in this new heart, to pain. 
‘It might go a small way in explaining, too, the reason I have been so unforgivably rude of late. I’m in love with a woman who does not remember me, or the way in which she loved me in return. I went to sleep one night, full and alive, holding you in my arms, and when I awoke, you were gone. Now I walk this life as a ghost, empty and starved.’ 
Mia felt the wind against her skin. It brushed her hair from her face and made the tears on her cheeks cold. She closed her eyes, feeling that same wind flow inside her, through her. 
Tye spread his hands wide, but she didn’t see. ‘Forgive me,’ she heard him say. ‘I didn’t tell you because I thought it would be easier for you. I didn’t want you to feel pressure, or pity. Please try to forget I said anything.’ 
‘Tye...’ she whispered, opening her eyes. ‘No more forgetting.’ 
A memory was in her mind, clear and vivid. The words Sharif had said in the tent before she even knew about Samaraq.  Nayana fell in love with the wrong person.
How could she have forgotten? Their’s was a love that had an entire people banished from existence. A love that went deeper than anything Mia had ever hoped to know. 
So there it was—why she had never truly been able to feel anything properly. It was because of this man, standing before her. A man who’d taken all of her heart for himself, and was now stripped from her memory. 
He smiled sadly. ‘Truly,’ he murmured, ‘there is no fault here, certainly not your own.’ It was so clear now, the pain in his eyes; how could she have been so callous not to have understood? 
He turned to leave, but panicked, she called out, ‘ Wait!’ 
Slowly he looked at her once more. ‘Please,’ he said. Only that. It floated over the wind to her and after a long moment, she nodded, letting him go. 
Mia stood for such a long time that her limbs became stiff with cold. Far into the early morning, she made her way back to her room and sat down on her bed. Claudia and Gwen were waiting for her. 
‘What’s wrong?’ Gwen asked sharply. 
A few words tumbled from Mia’s mouth, awkward and stumbling like her heart. 
‘The part of me that I’ve always felt was missing?’ she whispered. ‘The emptiness? What do you do when you find that it’s been waiting for you inside someone else?’ She paused and looked out the window, desperately seeking an answer. 
‘What do you do when your heart lies inside someone you cannot remember?’ 
Harry woke in a cold sweat and sat up in bed, the woman’s face hanging in his mind for a second before vanishing with sleep. He’d dreamt about her most nights since he’d heard of Luca’s torture, a nameless woman whose face felt unnervingly familiar. 
Reaching for the cup of water next to his bed, he drank thirstily and looked out his window at the rising sun. Already he was feeling the need to get back out to the watch-tower and help once more. The few nights he’s been there had been gruesome and gruelling and he’d seen far more men die than he’d been prepared for. Now he felt guilty being in the palace. 
Just then there was a knock at the door, but before he could react it was thrown open and Satine flew into the room, a long cloak swishing about her feet. Her blonde chaos of hair whipped about her shoulders as she stopped, towering over him. 
‘What—?’ 
‘Harry,’ she breathed, her face agonised. ‘Get up! We’ve a fight on our hands!’ 
‘I can’t bear it anymore, Anna. I can’t sit here doing nothing.’ 
Jane sat on the grass with her friend just outside the boundaries of the city as the clear morning sun warmed them into a sleepy state of contemplation. They had been in Sitadel for a few days. It had been a week since Luca’s torture, and he was not in any way improving. He may not ever, Jane acknowledged, but only to herself. 
‘What do you mean?’ Anna asked, pulling out a handful of grass and throwing it into the air. 
Jane winced and spat a piece out of her mouth. ‘All this fear. It’s horrible. We have to be able to retrieve some semblance of a life.’ 
‘And how do we do that?’ Anna murmured. ‘Trust me, Jane, we’ve been trying for a very long time.’ 
‘I want to know why Accolon is ignoring all of it. I want to know why everyone’s just been sitting around, accepting the fact that these things are ruling our lives.’ 
Anna frowned. ‘Some of us haven’t been just sitting around accepting it.’ 
‘Oh, An, I’m so sorry,’ Jane sighed. ‘I didn’t mean you. What you’ve been doing is really brave, and more than I could ever imagine being capable of. But surely you’ve noticed that Accolon is ... behaving strangely?’ 
Anna nodded. ‘We all have. He has a one-track mind. He refuses to think about anything other than the slave trade, even though it is a small concern in the face of everything else. He’s putting less and less money into the defence force, so his men aren’t even armed properly. They’re being slaughtered.’ 
Jane nodded. ‘That’s what I mean.’ 
‘But what can we do? He’s the High King.’ 
Jane frowned and draped her arm over her eyes. 
‘How is Fern?’ Anna asked suddenly. 
‘A mess. Of course. He blames himself, as he does for everything. He’s not going to get over it any time soon.’ 
‘But you’ll be there to look after him.’ 
‘If he lets me. He hasn’t spoken to me since it happened—I’m not his favourite person at the moment.’ 
Anna paused. ‘Why didn’t you tell us, Jane?’ 
Jane shrugged. ‘I was embarrassed. Ashamed of myself. I thought you’d all think badly of me.’ 
‘Jane! That’s just stupid! Of course we’d never think badly of you, and you know that.’ She shook her head. ‘I can’t believe ... I mean, I never thought he would actually marry her. Not after you and he—’ 
Jane propped her head up on her elbow to look at Anna with a helpless shrug. ‘Yeah, well, guys really are idiots, aren’t they? If I’ve managed to learn anything here it’s that women are  so much smarter.’ 
Anna met her eyes and they both burst out laughing. After a while Anna lay down on the grass and looked up into the sky. ‘Does that mean things are over between you two?’ 
Jane felt the laughter seep out of her. She gave Anna a weary, sad smile. ‘I don’t know what will happen. But what I do know is that when you love someone, when you love them properly ... you love them until you bleed, and then you love them even more.’ 
‘Doesn’t it hurt?’ Anna whispered. 
‘Of course it does,’ Jane murmured, feeling the wind brush against her skin. 
Just then there was a tap at Jane’s senses and she felt Harry’s clumsy contact. Opening her mind, she allowed Anna to hear the conversation too. 
 Jane, Harry said breathlessly.  Something terrible is happening.
 Not again! Jane thought.  What now?
 It’s Accolon—he’s deranged or something! He’s back from Lapis Matyr and he wants to take the dream protectors off Amalia!
 What? There was a second of silence in their three minds, and then a barrage of confusion and panic. 
 Why would he do something like that?
 I have no idea—I think he’s lost his mind!
Jane could have wept with exhaustion and the unjustness of it all. It just kept getting worse. 
 We’ll be there as quickly as we can be, Harry. For now—do everything in your power to stall him. No matter what it takes, I don’t want those protectors coming down. Do you hear me?
 I hear you, he told her, and in his voice there was a new determination.  They won’t be coming down, even if it’s the last thing I make sure of.
‘I’ll take Locktar and leave now,’ Anna said, as they ran back towards the castle. 
‘It’s nearly night, An. You can’t go now.’ 
Anna felt the first ugly grip of fear take hold of her, but gave Jane a wild, reckless grin. ‘I dare the Valkyries to try and catch me.’ 
For a moment Anna thought she was about to have an argument on her hands, but Jane’s face broke into an identical grin. ‘I feel sorry for whatever goes up against you, woman! Help Harry stall. I’ll get Fern and Altor and meet you there.’ 
‘How will you make it in time?’ 
‘I have a way,’ Jane assured her. They stopped briefly to give each other a hug, and then went their separate ways. 
Storming into the palace, Jane asked for Fern and Altor to be found and to join her in the meeting room. 
‘We have to leave right now,’ she told them. ‘Accolon wants to take down the dream protectors in Amalia.’ 
‘ What?’ Fern exclaimed. ‘That’s insane!’ 
‘He’ll get everyone in the city killed,’ Altor said flatly. 
Jane nodded. ‘We have to stop him. Come with me.’ 
As they flew through the hallways, Jane stopped briefly to knock on a door. Captain Bayard opened it and smiled at her. 
‘My lady, how are you?’ 
‘Captain, we’re headed to Amalia,’ Jane replied without preamble. ‘Something bad is happening. We need your help. Bring Luca, and get aboard a ship for Uns Lapodis as fast as you can.’ 
She knew she was being selfish—it would be dangerous in Amalia, especially for someone who couldn’t protect himself—but she couldn’t bear to leave Luca alone. 
‘Why, Jane?’ Bayard asked. 
Jane looked at him. ‘I fear,’ she said eventually, ‘that the High King has betrayed his people.’ 
Up on the roof, Jane let out a piercing whistle. Fern had his hand resting on the hilt of his sword, and Altor had his arms folded tightly. Both of them looked murderous. 
‘I knew there was something wrong with the way he’s been acting,’ Jane said. ‘But why? Why would he do something like this?’ 
‘He might have been compromised.’ Altor said, his voice dark. 
‘What does that mean?’ 
‘His dreams. They might have gotten to him in his dreams.’ 
‘Who have you told to come, Jane?’ Fern asked quickly. 
‘The Captain.’ 
‘Is anyone coming with him?’ The Elf’s voice was strained as he stared at her intently. The dark circles under his eyes had not dissapeared since he’d learnt of his wife’s death. He looked haggard and worried. 
‘He’s bringing Luca,’ Jane said. ‘Maybe this will snap him out of his stupor.’ Fern’s jaw clenched. ‘Why, Fern?’ 
‘‘We may need fighters—real ones—and as many as we can get.’ 
Jane and Altor looked at him, feeling cold. 
And then, for the first time, the right question was asked. ‘What is making the Valkyries do this?’ Fern said, his voice raw. 
The unicorns appeared in the sky and landed on the roof, and the three of them mounted the beautiful creatures. Then they set off, bound on a desperate rescue mission for the people of Amalia, not knowing what they would find when they got there. 

Part 6
Jack
 ‘Are you insane?’ Jack yelled, dismounting his horse and handing his reins to Luca who was on the horse next to him. ‘I told you to stay at home!’
 The girl with the red hair ignored him, as she usually did, and walked straight ahead.
 ‘Lina!’ Jack shouted. ‘A battle is no place for a woman! Go home!’
 Lina only tossed her brilliant mane and smiled charmingly at Luca, who was watching on with exasperation. Jack knew the look on his face. It was the look that everyone gave them when they fought. Which happened a lot. She was just a girl, an infuriating, headstrong girl from the house next to his—why wouldn’t she listen to him?
 Jack stalked after her on the dirt road, his jaw clenched. ‘Besides which, you are far too young to even think about becoming a soldier!’
 ‘If you’re old enough, Jack darling,’ she murmured mildly, ‘then I fail to see how I’m not, since I’m two months older than you.’
 ‘Jack, we’re late as it is,’ Luca called. ‘Bring her along if she wants to fight so much.’
 ‘Quiet!’ he hissed over his shoulder at his friend. Lina was right—Jack and Luca were too young to be joining the army, but they’d lied about their ages in order to fight for their country. It was war—they had to fight.
 Lina turned and gave Luca a dazzling smile. Funny how she never gave that smile to Jack. ‘You know, Jack, you might want to listen to your friend—he’s a lot smarter than you. And a lot prettier.’
 ‘Gods, girl,’ Jack sighed in frustration, shaking his head. ‘Why do you make things so difficult? You can’t come, and that’s that.’
 ‘Tell me, when was it decided that you’d be my keeper?’ she hissed. ‘I can do whatever I want! I never asked you to take me with you! I’m making my own way there!’
 ‘On foot?’ he yelled. ‘You won’t make it to the next town before you turn back to your maids and your cooks!’
 ‘How dare you?’ Lina screamed, her famous temper always as quick as lightning. ‘You think you’re so brave and noble, but you’re a fool, Jack! You’re a stupid, juvenile fool who doesn’t know the first thing about fighting!’
 Jack threw his pack on the ground and stormed over to her, grabbing her arms roughly. ‘I know that when your army captain calls you, you go. You don’t waste time fighting with silly little girls.’
 ‘I agree,’ she hissed at him. ‘Let go of me. Now.’
 ‘Are you going to make me?’ he said, his voice low. That’s when she smiled. Her dazzling smile that made her eyes light up. He was a fool for that damn smile.
 ‘Of course I am,’ she murmured, her voice husky, and then she kissed him.
 ‘Oh for gods sakes,’ he heard Luca swear. ‘I’ve just about had enough of you two. Hurry up!’
 Jack grinned and continued to kiss her. ‘If you weren’t going to be my wife next summer,’ he said, pulling away, ‘I’d definitely be drawing my sword right now.’
 ‘The sword you have no idea how to use?’ she teased, smirking. ‘Go on, I dare you.’
 ‘I’m serious, Lina. You have to go home. Your father would kill me if he knew I’d let you come.’
 ‘I do as I want.’
 ‘Then, please, can’t you just “want” to go home?’ He hated pleading with her. But this was something he was not willing to risk. If it was between his pride, and her safety, the latter would always win, no matter how much he wanted to throttle her sometimes.
 Lina tossed her red hair again. She squinted into the sun. Then she shrugged. ‘Fine. I’ve changed my mind. It’s too hot to go traipsing around in the country.’
 And with that she turned on her heel and began walking back the way she’d come. He waited for her to stop as he knew she would, and then he ran to catch up with her, putting his arms around her.
 ‘You know what I want to hear,’ she said, not returning the embrace. Jack sighed, pulling back to look at her.
 ‘Clearly,’ he said, looking into her eyes. ‘I love you, Lina. You are the best part of me.’
 ‘Thank you,’ she purred, her smile making his insides turn to jelly. ‘You’re right. I am. Now give me a kiss, off you go and please do try not to die. I really don’t want to be a widow before I’m even married.’
 He kissed her deeply, feeling in her response the true way she felt about him. He knew her well enough to know that her feelings weren’t in her words, but in her eyes, and her touch. Just then she clung to him in a way she’d never done, and he realised this had never been about her wanting to come, but about not wanting to let him go.
 ‘I’ll try,’ he whispered into her hair, holding her for a moment longer before letting her go.
 She stalked away without a backwards glance and after he’d watched her disappear, Jack turned and mounted his horse once more.
 ‘You do realise she’s got you in the palm of her hand,’ Luca told him.
 ‘Don’t say another word,’ Jack warned sharply. Luca just smiled and the two of them spurred their horses on, down the path to where their leaders were amassing the army, to where they would fight the darkest, mightiest force Paragor had ever seen.



Chapter 35
She had been at death’s door. She had known, with certainty, that she was going to die. And yet, here she was, still alive, her cancer having somehow cowed back into remission. Anna didn’t understand it. Perhaps it had been the fear, the shock of learning about Luca. Perhaps it was the physical strain of the journey to Karangul, but whatever it was, a day after her arrival, she was back to the state of limbo she had spent the past two years in. 
As she flew through the air, her body flattened against her beloved dragon, Anna tried to think of what she would do when she got to Amalia. They’d all noticed the changes in Accolon. But they’d done nothing about it. Not one of them. 
‘Faster, darling,’ she whispered to Locktar. She felt his pace quicken and glanced down at the dizzying drop to the ocean. 
‘Please don’t let them come. Not tonight,’ she muttered, urging the dragon on. They flew into the darkness, Anna’s heart thumping heavily. If they could just make it without being spotted, then maybe she could get there in time to help. 
But her fear must have been like a beacon for the creatures, because sure enough, coming into the home stretch, Anna heard a sound from behind her. Glancing over her shoulder she felt a chill creep into her bones. 
There was not one, not two Valkyries chasing her. There wasn’t even a score. A score she could have handled—had indeed handled before. But coming up behind her, close on her tail, must have been fifty of the deadly creatures. They swarmed the sky, filling it with shadow, gaining on her and her dragon. 
Anna felt a tremble of terror and clutched Locktar tighter, urging him on with everything she had left. Locktar saw the threat, felt her panic, and he began to fly faster, faster than she’d ever expected him to be capable. She couldn’t fight that many. If they caught her, it would be the end. 
‘Something’s wrong,’ Mia whispered. 
‘What is it, highness?’ Tye asked her as she stared out the window, wrapping her arms around herself. 
‘I don’t know. Something very bad is happening. I can’t get through to any of them. I can only feel their panic.’ 
He looked at her, wishing he could do something to help, but not knowing what to say. 
Elixia ran through the hallways looking for Harry. She sped around one of the corners and nearly collided with him. 
‘Did you contact them?’ she asked breathlessly. 
Harry nodded ‘They’re on their way. They’ll know what to do.’ 
‘But in the meantime—’ she said as the two of them rushed back to her office. 
‘In the meantime we stall him,’ Harry said firmly. Satine was waiting for them outside Elixia’s door. 
‘I’ve just been speaking to Accolon,’ she said as the three of them entered Elixia’s study and locked the door behind them. ‘He won’t budge!’ 
‘We’ve all been trying to convince him,’ Harry said. ‘Nothing seems to be getting through to him.’ 
‘He wants the protectors taken down in the morning in preparation for tomorrow night,’ Elixia said. ‘That’s actually what he said— in preparation.’ 
‘Gods, what does he think he’s preparing for?’ Satine breathed. ‘The deaths of all his people?’ 
‘Should we tell them?’ Harry asked. ‘Is it time to start evacuating everyone to somewhere safer?’ 
‘There is nowhere safer!’ Elixia snapped. ‘No other city could possibly hold so many people, nor could we get them there in time. Telling them will only cause panic and make them easier targets.’ 
‘But surely they need to know so that they can do something—’ 
‘There is nothing they can do!’ the High Queen pressed. ‘Nothing. They will be vulnerable once the city is exposed. Slowly we will all fall.’ 
‘Can’t you teach people how to control their dreams?’ Satine asked. 
Elixia sighed. ‘It takes many hours to teach one person how to even begin fighting within their dreams. How could I possibly do that for everyone in this city? I haven’t even been able to help Jack.’ 
‘Where is Jack?’ Harry asked suddenly. 
‘I do not know. But he hasn’t been doing well.’ 
‘Has he been able to sleep yet?’ 
Elixia shrugged sadly. ‘I don’t know. He’s resisting it—he doesn’t think I know what I’m talking about.’ 
There was a silence. The three of them looked at each other. 
‘We have to stop this,’ Harry said finally. 
‘Yes, but how?’ Satine exclaimed. ‘No one can overrule Accolon. The El~araih will kill anyone that poses a threat to him.’ 
‘Gods, this is a mess,’ Elixia muttered. ‘I have men of my own, but they are too few to fight Accolon—he has every soldier in the city working for him.’ 
‘What if they could be told that what they’re doing will get them killed?’ Harry said. ‘Surely people would stand up to him if they knew that.’ 
Elixia shook her head. ‘You don’t know the fear that the El~araih command. No one will do a thing against them. All we can do, I think, is try to convince Accolon, and hope the others get here with an idea.’ 
Her words sounded hollow and hopeless even to her own ears. 
‘We’ll stop him,’ Harry said. ‘Even if I have to shoot the man myself.’ 
Neither of the women bothered to tell him that if he tried that he would be dead before he could draw an arrow. 
‘This is it,’ Anna said to Locktar. The dragon breathed a puff of smoke in fury. ‘No matter what, I need you to keep going. You have to get to Amalia, even without me—you are the best weapon we have.’ 
The Valkyries were closing in. Anna drew her sword, looking over her shoulder. One of the creatures reached her, and she swung viciously, catching it in the neck. 
All at once they were surrounding her, swooping through the air from every direction. Locktar gave a mighty roar and blew a gust of fire, killing several that had been flying too close. Anna dodged the dives that flew past her head, trying to catch the creatures with her sword. There were so many, and she couldn’t protect all sides. 
She hacked at them as their talons raked through her hair and her clothes and too close to her skin. 
Finally, at last, Amalia came into view. Sobbing with relief, Anna swung her sword, over and over again, killing more of the creatures, but not nearly enough. The Valkyries started attacking Locktar. He bellowed fire, but they were attacking him from below now, raking their claws into his fleshy underbelly. 
Locktar shrieked in fury and pain, flapping his wings as hard as he could, but Anna could tell he was tiring. There was no way he could keep this pace up for long. Amalia grew larger, but it was still so far away, and they were attacking his wings now. 
Crying, Anna tried to defend her beloved, but she couldn’t reach all of the Valkyries. She had been too hasty upon leaving Sitadel, and they were both going to pay the price. Usually when Anna flew she strapped herself onto the dragon’s back with a series of leather ties to ensure he could move freely without her falling off. In this way the two of them had developed a series of moves that could beat a huge number of Valkyries in the sky. But she’d left in such a state of panic that she’d forgotten about the harness, which meant that Locktar couldn’t properly fight or evade the creatures, lest he buck Anna from his back. 
A frustrated cry tore from her lips—how could she have been so stupid? Were they both to die now because of one ridiculous mistake? 
‘Just a bit farther,’ she told him desperately. ‘You can do it, darling.’ 
With a mighty roar, Locktar dove towards the city. Blood poured from his body, and the creatures continued to attack. Anna managed to kill another two before, finally, they crossed through the dream protectors and the Valkyries could follow them no longer. 
Anna cried out in relief. She waited for Locktar to pull out of his dive and land safely on the ground, but he didn’t. He just kept falling. 
Horrified, Anna watched as the ground sped towards them. The dragon was either unconscious, or too weak to do anything about it. 
Finally Anna threw herself against the neck of her dragon. Squeezing her eyes shut, she whispered, ‘I love you.’ At the end, there was nothing else in her heart. 
Locktar opened his eyes one final time, a surge of strength coursing through his body with her words. He gave a final, weak flap of his wings. 
The dragon swooped out of its headlong dive and pummelled sideways into the ground, taking the brunt of the impact from the crash. Anna flew from Locktar’s back and slammed into the ground, the wind instantly knocked out of her. 
She tried to scream but no sound came out of her mouth. Her vision clouded with red as she tried desperately to suck air into her lungs, panic and shock throbbing through her. 
Gasping for air, Anna dragged herself to her knees, looking for him. A great chasm had been cleaved out of the ground where Locktar landed, a huge hole that seemed to be as wide as it was deep. And within it lay the unmoving form of the dragon. 
Anna crawled as fast as she could, through the ache of her bones, to the edge of the chasm. She let herself tumble down the side of it, dirt filling her eyes and mouth, until she crashed into the side of her beloved animal. Clutching at his scales, she managed to pull herself up to face him, his eyes closed, his breath still. 
‘No,’ Anna cried, her voice a terrible hacking sound. She cleared the dirt from her face so that she could look at him properly, but her vision became shrouded with tears instead. ‘No, no, no,’ she wept. ‘Please get up. You have to. Don’t leave me here!’ 
But the mighty beast did not move. 



Chapter 36
Fern had taken the second unicorn, leaving Altor to climb onto Jane’s mount behind her. Altor’s eyes had been dark as he’d done so, casting a wary glance at Fern before moving his arms around Jane’s waist. She felt his grip on her tighten through the journey, and his breathing against the back of her neck was warm, but neither of them said anything. Even now, wracked by catastrophe as they were, Jane could still think back all those years ago, and imagine what the contact would have done to Altor in the beginning. She wasn’t sure if it would be the same now. He gave no indication that he felt strangely about holding her like this in front of Fern, so maybe she was just imagining things. She was glad, not for the first time, that neither of them could remember. 
Together the three of them circled down over the palace in Amalia, finally arriving just after sunset. But something was clearly visible from their view in the sky, making her steer away from the roof and instead land on the grass within the palace grounds. 
There was a giant hole in the ground, as if it had been hit by a meteor. Within the hole there lay a dragon, with a tiny girl draped over it. 
‘Anna!’ Jane yelled, leaping off the unicorn. Fern landed swiftly behind her and three of them raced to the side of the chasm. 
‘Anna!’ she called again, a sense of dread in her stomach. Just as she was about to climb down into the hole, Anna’s head lifted to look at them and Jane nearly collapsed with relief. 
There were tears streaming down Anna’s cheeks, making tracks in the dirt that covered her skin, and her face was twisted into a horrible grimace of pain. 
‘Oh, god,’ Jane gasped, sliding down into the hole. ‘Are you okay?’ 
‘He’s dead,’ Anna sobbed, burying her face in the dragon’s scales. ‘He’s dead and it’s my fault. He was trying to protect me.’ 
Tears welled in Jane’s eyes, realising what must have happened. She didn’t know what to do. There was too much grief, plain in the heartbroken face of her friend. 
‘Just leave me alone,’ Anna cried, closing her eyes. 
‘Don’t you want to come inside—?’ 
‘NO! Leave me alone!’ Suddenly Anna’s voice was a shriek. ‘Get away from me! I want to be alone with him.  Leave!’ 
Biting her lip, Jane reluctantly did as she was told. Fern was there to help her climb out of the chasm and with a last, sorrowful look at Anna, the three of them went into the palace. 
They were met with complete disarray. People were running everywhere—palace servants, soldiers, members of the guard, El~araih—it was chaos. They stood at the door, trying to make sense of it. 
‘Jane!’ a voice screamed, and she looked up to see Harry sprinting across the hall. ‘Thank god you’re here!’ he breathed, his eyes wide and panicked. Harry grabbed Jane and hugged her so tight she thought her ribs might break. At the same time, she didn’t want to let him go. 
‘It’s so good to see you!’ she said. 
‘Tell me about it,’ Harry agreed vehemently, finally pulling away. ‘He hasn’t done it yet, but he’s arranging for at least fifty soldiers to take them down in the morning.’ 
‘And they’re agreeing to this!’ 
‘They don’t know what the purpose of it is—no one would ever believe that their king is going out of his way to harm everyone. Plus, they’re too terrified of the El~araih to question his motives.’ 
‘Where is my sister?’ Fern asked quickly. 
‘I’ll take you to her,’ Harry said, turning to push through the current of people. Jane had never seen the palace so full. Her head was spinning. 
She looked at Altor, realising that he hadn’t followed them. ‘Are you coming?’ 
He frowned, cracking his knuckles. ‘I need to check something,’ was all he said as he disappeared in the other direction. Jane ran to catch up with Fern and Harry, rounding several corners to get to Accolon’s study. 
The sight that met them was extraordinary. Accolon stood behind his desk, but surrounding him was what had to be close to every member of the El~araih guard, their swords raised. Satine and Elixia were facing him. 
‘This is wrong!’ they were in time to hear Elixia cry. The ancient soldiers rearranged their positions flawlessly as the newcomers entered. 
The three of them stopped and stared at the frightening guards. ‘What are you doing, Accolon?’ Fern asked softly, his voice strained. 
Satine stared at him, stunned. ‘But you’re dead!’ she whispered. 
‘Elixia brought me back,’ Fern said impatiently, his eyes never leaving Accolon’s face. ‘I’ll ask it again—what are you doing, Accolon?’ 
‘What’s best for this country,’ the king replied flatly, giving no indication that he noticed or cared that Fern was alive. His face was expressionless, his eyes dead as he gazed back at them. Looking at him Jane realised that there was to be no convincing him. He wasn’t the man she remembered—he seemed truly insane. 
‘Why?’ Fern pressed. ‘Who’s making you believe that this is right?’ 
With that question the atmosphere changed. Elixia and Satine both looked at Fern, realising that they’d overlooked the most important aspect of this madness. Accolon, for his part, looked outraged. 
‘No one!’ he hissed. ‘No one tells me what to do! This war is costing far too much. It’s draining the economy and sending the government broke.’ 
‘But it’s not a war that you can just choose to stop fighting,’ Fern said calmly. ‘If you stop defending, Accolon, your people will die. This is bigger than money.’ 
Accolon shook his head. ‘Are you speaking against me?’ he asked very softly. 
Elixia shook her head desperately, but Fern didn’t heed her. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘If I must, then I will.’ 
‘As will I,’ Jane said. If the High King felt any surprise at seeing her returned to the world, then he did a very good job of hiding it. 
‘Very well,’ he said. ‘You have both spoken treason and as a consequence shall be sentenced to the dungeons until your death sentences can be carried out.’ 
‘What?’ Elixia screamed. ‘ No!’ 
Fern was about to draw his sword as the advancing El~araih surrounded the two of them, but Jane quickly hissed at him to stop. Casting a glance at her, he raised his hands helplessly, allowing them both to be taken hold of and thrown into a cell far below in the dungeons. 
Altor had spent a lot of time expecting the worst. From people, from life, from himself. Maybe that’s why the thought came to him first, before it came to anyone else. Something raced around and around in his head, and if it happened to be true, then he knew they were all doomed. 
He ran through the hallways and down several sets of steps, asking people as he went for directions. 
Finally Altor made it to the big library, full to bursting with dusty books and scrolls. True to their nature, the librarians had taken no notice of the commotion in the palace, but were still hunched over their scrolls. 
‘I need help,’ Altor snapped. They all looked up to see who had disturbed the quiet. 
‘What sort of help, son?’ one of the old men asked cheerfully. 
‘Forbidden lore,’ Altor said perfunctorily. The faces of the librarians changed in an instant. They all stared at him with suspicion. 
‘My lord, I don’t know who you are, but we certainly don’t hold forbidden lore in this library!’ 
‘Have done with the lies,’ Altor said flatly. ‘My name is Prince Altor of Lapis Matyr and I don’t care what rules have been in place up until now. I need you to tell me everything you know about the ruler of the El~araih and how they are bound to the kings of Paragor.’ 
‘Fern!’ Elixia exclaimed as she, Satine and Harry arrived at the dungeons. He and Jane were sitting in separate cells, steel bars between them, dark expressions on both their faces. 
‘We’re all right,’ Fern said quickly. 
‘I can’t believe he’s done this!’ she fumed, shaking her head. ‘What are we going to do? None of us have the keys!’ 
‘It’s okay,’ Jane said. ‘Don’t focus on us—do what you can to stop Accolon.’ 
Satine rested her forehead on the bars. ‘But we don’t know how!’ 
‘What did you mean, Fern, when you asked him who was making him do this?’ Harry said carefully. 
Fern spread his hands wide. ‘I don’t know, Harry. It was a guess. But it just seems to me that the only way he could have fallen so far from who he used to be is with the help of some other force.’ 
‘It may be the Valkyries,’ Satine added. ‘It’s clear that he’s being attacked in his sleep. Maybe this is what they sought all along—to gain control of our king.’ 
‘Harry,’ Jane said suddenly, ‘You need to go and check on Anna. Locktar was attacked as they flew back here. The dragon’s dead.’ 
Harry looked horrified. ‘Christ,’ he groaned. ‘She’ll be devastated. What more could possibly go wrong?’ He disappeared up the steps in an instant. 
Jane noticed that Elixia was staring worriedly at Fern. 
‘Are you all right?’ Elixia asked her brother. He nodded mutely, not bothering to reply. Jane looked at him too—his eyes were so hollow and exhausted that he looked like a walking corpse. 
‘Have you been sleeping?’ Elixia pressed. 
‘Of course,’ he snapped. 
‘Okay,’ she said slowly, still unable to look away. 
Jane motioned for Elixia to come closer. ‘Athena was killed by the Valkyries,’ she whispered. 
Elixia looked stunned. She turned to her brother, her eyes filling with tears. ‘Oh, gods,’ she whispered, her hand over her mouth. ‘How much more can he take?’ 
Jane looked at Fern and felt her heart ache. ‘I really don’t know.’ Anna waited until Jane had gone into the palace before she sat up and lifted the dragon’s head into her lap. She wasn’t ready to lose him. Not when she was supposed to be the one to die. 
‘Locktar,’ she whispered, her voice very calm. ‘I need you to live. I need you to wake up. I know you’re hurt, sweetheart, but you have to do whatever it takes to come back to me.’ 
She waited, and she willed, and wished and prayed and begged, and when she’d done all of those things, she sat still, staring at him. 
‘ Wake up!’ she yelled, shaking him desperately. 
After what seemed like an age, Locktar moved. 
His eyelid twitched. So did his nostril. A warm gust of breath shot out of his nose, and slowly he opened his eyes. Her cry of ecstasy died on her lips, however, when she saw him begin to pant and heave, trying to draw breath. 
‘Locktar, what—?’ 
The beast let out a horrendous shriek of pain and fury. Anna crawled back, eyes wide with terror. The dragon lifted himself wearily to his feet, his body sagging from the effort. Suddenly he reared back on his legs and his chest bulged unnaturally. His red eyes glowed. 
Just as Anna was about to run for help, he gave a final, appalling scream, and began to shrink. Red tears poured from his eyes and fell, sizzling in the dirt. 
Anna could not have described it, given the chance. The closest thing she could think of was a mouse being consumed by a snake, the body writhing inside its predator’s stomach. Parts of Locktar’s insides pushed against his scales, changing shape, changing texture. The leathery scales smoothed and somehow morphed into white skin. His claws and teeth retracted into his body, as did his wings, and his back bulged with the effort of containing them. Anna whimpered in distress. 
Finally the form of Locktar somehow disappeared, and instead, huddling and shaking in the dirt, there lay a fully grown, male, human body. 
Anna gasped, frozen at the sight. 
‘Locktar?’ she whispered. The man looked up at her with blood-red eyes that glowed fiercely, and she gasped again, for there was no doubt in her mind that it was still him. Slowly, unsteadily he stood and faced her. 
‘Locktar?’ she said again, and he nodded. ‘How did this happen?’ 
‘You asked me,’ he said softly, his voice deep and rich and rough all at once, ‘to live. To come back to you. This was the only way.’ 
‘Oh my god,’ she breathed, staring at him. 
He returned the gaze steadily, and Anna started to cry with relief and joy. And that’s when he moved towards her, his movements instinctively animal, deeply wild, to put his human arms around her for the first time. 
‘I love you too,’ Locktar said. 



Chapter 37
It had been hard that evening for Mia to call her head servant. She didn’t know how to deal with the grief of not remembering him, didn’t know how to behave in the face of his loss. Tonight was different though. Tonight was full of foreboding, and the truth of the matter was, she needed him. 
Tye entered her room without knocking. ‘Any news from your friends?’ he asked immediately. Despite everything, Mia felt relief at just having him with her. 
‘I can’t contact them. It’s like they’re too busy to notice that I’m even trying to reach them. Something weird is going on, Tye. I feel so isolated out here.’ She couldn’t explain how she knew that something was wrong, but there was a kind of urgent terror inside her. Her friends were in danger, she just knew it. 
‘Maybe you could try again now.’ 
Mia nodded and, sinking into a chair, closed her eyes. First she tried Jane, but there was no response. Then Harry and Anna, but the same again with them. She couldn’t even find Luca’s mind-voice and this made her feel sick with worry. Finally, dreading it but knowing she needed to find out what was going on, she reached out into the night for Jack. 
She found him eventually—he seemed to be a very long way away—and she realised that he was asleep. She tried to wake him gently, but before he roused, she had a clear, terrifying glimpse into his dream. His nightmare. Great flying beasts made of fire surrounded him, engulfed him, and the fear he felt was transferred to Mia as though it was her own nightmare. Then he woke, slamming back into consciousness with a shudder, and everything went black. 
 Mia? he asked, his mind-voice trembling. 
 Yes, it’s me, she replied, just as shakily.  Are you okay? You were having a nightmare!
She could feel his hesitation, his embarrassment. Could feel him putting up a wall.  I must have been, he replied eventually.  I hardly remember it.
 Jack, that was terrifying! Have you had dreams like that before? What made that happen?
 Nothing. I’m fine. Are you okay?
 Yeah, I’m fine too.
There was an awkward pause.  I heard you’re ... you’re the queen of some city, he said, deflated. 
 Yeah. She tried to laugh.  Crazy, huh?
 That’s one word for it, he muttered. 
Suddenly she was irritated.  Jack, I need to know what’s going on. Are you still in Amalia? Where are all the others? Why can’t I contact them? There’s something wrong, isn’t there?
He hesitated.  I don’t know, he said finally. 
 What do you mean? Where are you?
 Mia, I have to go. I’m sorry for everything that I’ve done, I’m sorry for hurting you, and for making you feel like I didn’t believe in you. I always have. And I’m going to prove it. He paused, something growing heavier with his next words.  I want you to know that I love you. I always will. Don’t try to contact me anymore.
Then he was gone. 
And Mia had a crystallising moment of terror, because it had sounded suspiciously like a goodbye. There was something Satine had to do. It was becoming clear, once again, that more was needed from her. More acting. More deceit. It seemed to be her lot in life. 
She left the dungeon and made her way up the curved stairs. Footsteps came pounding through the darkness from above her, and then her son was standing before her, surprise evident on his face. 
‘Altor!’ Satine gasped, flinging herself on him and hugging him tightly. 
‘Mother, what are you doing here?’ he asked, returning the embrace. 
‘I came on the same boat as Accolon to try and stop him.’ 
‘Just like everyone else,’ he muttered grimly. 
‘I need to talk to you,’ she said. ‘Right now.’ 
‘Mother, I need to see Jane and Fern, there’s something—’ 
‘No,  now, Altor. I need to talk to you now.’ 
He caught the look in her eyes and nodded. 
‘It is about ... your father.’ 
Altor stiffened. ‘You want to do this here? On the stairs to the dungeon?’ 
Satine sighed and quickly led him up to the hallway. Taking a deep breath, looking into his eyes, Satine said, ‘Accolon is your father.’ 
Altor stared at her. ‘Excuse me?’ 
Satine pushed her hair back from her face, her hand shaking. ‘I ... I know you thought Leostrial was your father, but that was a lie. Your father is Accolon.’ 
Altor didn’t say anything for a long time. And then he laughed, a harsh, angry laugh. ‘Well, I’ve gone from being spawn of one evil ruler to the next.’ 
‘You aren’t ...  spawn, Altor. And neither of them are evil.’ 
‘Whatever. I suppose I should be happy, right?’ There was a steely edge to his voice. ‘And it doesn’t even matter that you’ve been lying to me my whole life, and that you let me think my father was the most evil man in Paragor, instead of one of the ones who saved it, because now it turns out that my real father is just as crazy.’ 
Satine bit her lip to hold back her anguish. ‘Altor, I’m so sorry. I know I shouldn’t have lied. But I wasn’t sure how to tell you—’ 
‘You just say the words, mother, and it’s done.’ He paused, his face darker than she’d ever seen it. ‘Did it ever occur to you that maybe I  needed to hate the man who ruined me, but couldn’t do it when I seemed to love him at the same time?’ 
Satine closed her eyes. ‘Oh, sweetheart,’ she breathed. ‘I had no idea you felt that way. If you had told me—’ 
‘I shouldn’t have had to, mother.’ Altor shook his head, a horrible smile on his face. ‘No, I’m sorry, forget I said that. It doesn’t matter.’ There was something wrong with his voice, his eyes. As though he couldn’t quite hold the horror back. ‘I suppose he doesn’t know either? Did you want to try and use this to help us? I don’t know how it could work, since having me for a son would be bit of a disappointment.’ 
‘No! How could you think that?’ Satine said, horrified. ‘I love you so much, Altor. I couldn’t be more proud. Tell me what you’re really feeling.’ 
‘I don’t know what I feel,’ Altor said flatly, every trace of pretence gone from his voice. ‘I have absolutely no idea what to think. How did it happen?’ he asked, then immediately regretted showing any interest at all. 
So Satine told him the whole tale. How Accolon had grown up in Burmia, how they had fallen in love, but he’d been forced to flee before she could tell him she was carrying his child. How she’d finally come to Amalia with Harry, and how Accolon had married someone else. 
‘I was distressed,’ Satine said softly. ‘Heartbroken. I didn’t want to live any more. So I offered to go back to Leostrial and spy once again, in the hopes of delaying the war so that Accolon had time to raise a counter-army. Leostrial didn’t kill me. He loved me, and one of the most frightening truths of my life was that I loved him too, despite everything.’ Satine paused and Altor could see she was fighting back tears. 
‘I had always loved him, I think, and that was what was so hard for me. What was worse, the worst thing I have endured all my life, was knowing that you were alive, and out there somewhere I could not get to you.’ The tears began to fall then and she looked away. Altor shut his eyes. 
‘My mother had always prevented me from finding you, intent on pleasing Leostrial,’ she went on. ‘But one day I had had enough, and I told him, and he sent me to find you. It was ... the best day of my life, Altor. You have to believe me. When he met you, he loved you too. He was your father. Nothing will ever take that away. Nothing will change what you meant to him.’ 
Altor squeezed his eyes shut harder, and tried not to listen to her sobs. ‘Why are you telling me this? To confuse me more?’ 
‘No!’ 
‘I think you were duped, mother. It’s obvious he only pretended to love me so he could use me for his own benefit. How could he have sapped the life from someone he loved?’ 
‘It wasn’t like that,’ she whispered. 
Altor couldn’t digest it all. It was too much. He could leave the palace right now. He could don his cloak and he could disappear into the dark streets, find a tavern, some wine ... he didn’t owe these people anything. The fate of Amalia had nothing to do with him. 
His life was a lie. His mother had put him through torture because she couldn’t say a few simple words. His father was alive, and wasn’t responsible for his distortion. He had a sister, and a stepmother. He was the prince of two countries. He was High Prince. 
And he was still going to die too soon, only now he had so much more to lose. 
‘I’m leaving,’ he said, turning to go, but Satine’s hand on his arm held him there. 
‘No,’ she said. ‘Don’t. I need you here.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Because there’s something the two of us have to do together.’ 
Altor faced his mother and looked into her blue eyes, now clear of tears. ‘Do you truly want to use this against him?’ he asked very softly. 
Just as softly, Satine replied, ‘I wish it didn’t have to be this way. I wish I could teach you something honest. But I’m a spy, Altor. Good at making people believe what I want them to. I know you understand. I know deception is in your heart too. It’s how you walk through life pretending to feel nothing.’ 
He was starting to feel sick. Why was she saying these things to him? 
She didn’t let go of his arm, nor did she break eye contact. ‘I need that side of you now, Altor. I need your help. We can deal with how angry you are with me later, but right now, I need your deception.’ 
Ria watched as Bayard helped Luca off the boat. Strong winds and tides in their favour had them arriving at Amalia during the night. It was amazing how far the boats had come in just a few years—they were so fast. A trip from one country to the next could take hours if the winds were right. She glanced up through the dream protector that had been installed on the boat to see shadows passing through the sky, making her shiver with foreboding. She didn’t understand why they were here, just that there was something very bad happening. 
They climbed into a carriage that took the three of them to the palace on the hill. The streets seemed normal. Dark and empty at this time of night. But when they came to the palace, it was clear that nothing was normal at all. 
They stood at the door wondering what was going on, and why there were people running around everywhere. Luca winced, cowing back against the door. Bayard put his good arm around the man’s shoulders to comfort him, and Ria felt a tremor in her heart as she looked at how close the two of them had become. Connected, somehow, by what had happened. Luca trusted Bayard more than he seemed to trust anyone. 
He held onto the Captain’s arm and Bayard led him forward, all the while telling him it was all right. 
‘Where are you going?’ she asked, a note of panic to her voice. 
Bayard looked over his shoulder at her. ‘I’m taking him to a quiet room. You need to go and find Fern and Jane. Ask them what the hell is going on. Oh, and Ria?’ he added, giving her a level gaze. ‘If you see the king, be very careful what you say to him.’ 
Lady Tzenna of Sair happened to be one of the people rushing through the great hall that night. Élan had not come home, so she’d made her way up to the palace, thinking to try and find him while scoping out the layout of the palace a bit more. But instead of making her way silently through the corridors looking for the library where her fiancé would be found, she was met with a cacophony of voices. 
There seemed to be much confusion about what was going on, and courtiers were rushing around trying to find someone who could give them answers. 
Tzenna was about to race to the royal library when all of a sudden she felt something behind her. Not something that she would ever be able to name or identify, but something that made her turn and gaze at the door where three people had just entered. 
Her eyes were drawn straight to one boy, and for the first time in many years, Tzenna felt her heart begin to beat. 
He was tall and slender, but just then he was cowering, his shoulders hunched, making him look much smaller than he was. He was very young—probably about the same age as she was. Dark hair, pale skin, eyes as black as ebony and frightened—so frightened. 
Tzenna looked at him, and even though it seemed to her that everything inside her was shouting at him to look back at her, he never did. His eyes darted around the hall, his jaw clenched. And then he looked down at his hands. There was so much in that look that Tzenna felt herself start to shake. 
The man he was clutching, a big red-haired man, held on to him tightly, and then started to steer him through the room. ‘I’m taking him to a quiet room,’ she heard him say over the many voices, and she knew just then that she had to follow him and find out who this man with the haunted eyes was. 
Something frozen inside her was, inexplicably, melting 
He wasn’t taken far. Just around a corner until an empty room was spotted. Tzenna walked to the door and peered through the crack as the big man sat him down in a chair, then stroked his hair as if he were a child. 
Then he left him there, closing the door behind him. 
He looked at Tzenna in surprise. 
‘Who is that?’ she asked bluntly, her voice trembling. 
The red-haired man frowned. ‘Excuse me?’ He had a great deal of bandaging around his right hand, which was in a sling around his neck. 
‘Who ... I’m sorry. I wanted to know who the man in that room is.’ 
He peered at her closely. ‘Why? Who are you?’ 
‘Forgive me. I am Lady Tzenna of Sair. One of the queen’s ladies in waiting. I ... I need you to tell me about that man.’ 
‘But  why?’ 
Frustrated beyond measure Tzenna spread her hands wide and considered telling the truth. ‘I mean him no harm,’ she tried. 
The man sighed. ‘His name is Luca. He is a friend of mine—and a Bright One.’ 
‘I see,’ Tzenna whispered. She was still not completely accustomed to the knowledge that other worlds existed. But she’d never heard any rumours that one of the Strangers was touched in the head. ‘He is ... is there something wrong with him?’ 
The burly man looked at her for a moment. ‘He has been tortured, and his mind suffers because of it.’ 
Tzenna exhaled slowly. ‘Gods,’ she whispered, pushing her hair out of her face. ‘Then he wasn’t always like this? Will you let me meet him? Just for a short while. Just to talk to him.’ 
‘He is not a zoo animal to be gawked at, nor a freak you can tell your friends about!’ he snapped. 
Tzenna stared at him. Slowly she said, ‘Such things never even crossed my mind. How can I explain...? I feel like I know him.’ She shook her head. ‘I feel like I was meant to meet him. Please. Let me speak to him.’ 
The man rubbed his eyes and looked down at her. Finally, he nodded. ‘I am not his keeper. Meet him if you want.’ 
‘Thank you.’ 
‘But be careful, Tzenna. He is not himself. He can be dangerous when he has one of his turns. He gets very frightened, and angry because of it. I brought him here tonight because we need him.’ 
‘Need him for what?’ 
He frowned. ‘You have noticed the chaos here?’ 
‘Of course.’ 
‘There might be violence because of it, and Luca is a master warrior. If only he knew what was going on, he might be able to help us.’ 
Tzenna felt herself shiver. A new urgency had taken over. 
So Tzenna of Sair nodded, thinking that perhaps there was truly a reason for her to be here, if only she could convince Luca to help them. Very slowly she entered the room, shutting the door behind her. He was sitting next to the window, facing away from her, this man who had been tortured. Something she knew a little about. 
‘Hello,’ she said quietly, standing in front of the door. He did not move. ‘You are Luca?’ she asked, liking the way his name felt on her lips. ‘My name is Tzenna of Sair. I live in Amalia, not very far from where you can see out that window.’ 
He didn’t reply and she didn’t know what to do. Slowly she walked closer, dragging a chair over to the window next to him. She followed his gaze. He was looking at the moons, high in the sky. It must have been a little after midnight. 
‘Here in Paragor we named our moons after the ancient god and goddess of peace and war,’ she said softly. Something told her that it was important she give him something real. ‘When the world was first forged,’ Tzenna murmured, ‘there was only one god, and he made us what we are today. That is why it is such an impossible mystery as to how we came to name our moons after a god and goddess that did not yet exist.’ 
He had turned to look at her now, and she was hit full force by his stare. His mouth was wide, his jaw square. He had a heavy brow, and beautiful black eyes that were, this instant, set deep amid dark hollows. 
‘The red-haired man said you were a warrior,’ Tzenna murmured, not looking away from his eyes. ‘So you must have seen people die, even killed them yourself. As I understand it, torture makes us relive our darkest memories. Is that what you relive now, Luca? Do you see them when you close your eyes, all the people you’ve killed?’ 
It was a guess only. A kind of truth about herself, really. 
A shadow passed his eyes. He nodded, pained. ‘There is only darkness. I don’t know why nobody else sees it. Violence, and pain and ugliness, everywhere.’ His voice was deep, much deeper than she’d expected. He held up his hands for her to see. 
‘I understand,’ she told him. ‘Of course I understand. I’ve had everything I once loved taken away from me. I’ve seen all the darkness you speak of.’ 
‘Tell me,’ he implored slowly. The yearning in his voice startled her. 
‘My family was killed before my eyes when I was a child. I escaped and grew with a purpose. I know revenge is as common as love or hate, but it is my path.’ She didn’t care at all that she’d given herself away. It seemed trivial just then, faced with this boy. 
He turned back to look at the moons. 
‘What I’m trying to say,’ Tzenna went on, ‘is that I understand. I know why you’re frightened. Why you’re angry. I felt exactly the same way until tonight.’ 
‘Tonight?’ he repeated. His words were so slow, his gaze more intense than any she’d ever experienced. She could feel him looking right down inside her. 
‘Until I stepped into the palace and I realised something.’ Tzenna paused and looked up at the moons in the night sky. Shadows passed across them constantly. ‘Tell me,’ she said, turning to look him in the eyes. ‘When you were tortured, what is it that you thought of to keep yourself alive?’ 
Luca winced at the memory, but she just waited. He didn’t say anything for a long time, and she had the feeling he was no longer in the room with her, but back in the torture chamber, reliving the horror. 
‘Jane,’ he whispered finally, his eyes closed. ‘Harry. Anna. Jack. Mia.’ 
Tzenna felt herself smile. ‘Your friends. The people you love most. Now tell me how you weren’t killed, Luca. How did you escape?’ 
His eyes still closed, he moved in his mind to the end. ‘Bayard,’ he breathed. ‘He ... saved me.’ 
‘He was hurt, wasn’t he?’ Tzenna pressed, thinking of the red-haired man’s wound. ‘He risked his own life to save you.’ 
Luca opened his eyes and met Tzenna’s, and she knew that he understood. 
‘My whole life I’ve felt alone. Until about ten minutes ago, when I saw a boy across a room. There’s darkness in the world, Luca, but there’s so much beauty, too. Don’t you see? There’s nothing more perfect in all the world,’ she whispered, reaching out to take his mangled hand in her own, ‘than the way that we humans love each other. It alone is worth fighting the darkness for.’ A light had been switched on. A brilliant, white light. And it was sitting right in front of him, holding his hand, perfect in every single way, as nothing had seemed perfect to him in a very long time. 
Tzenna stood. ‘Your friends need you, Luca. They need you to fight. They need you not to give in. You have to be strong, if not for yourself, then for them.’ 
With one more glance at his handsome face, she dropped his hand and walked to the door. But his voice stopped her, freezing her in place. 
‘Perhaps the gods named themselves after the moons,’ he murmured, and then he smiled. A real smile, full of warmth and humour and all things human. 
Tzenna felt a tremor in her stomach as she looked at him. He was alive. 
Slowly Luca stood. No longer was there any fear in his stance, no longer did he cringe away from the world. This time he stood straight. He was far taller than she’d expected. The muscles in his back and arms grew taught as he stretched his body for the first time in a long while. 
She had thought him crippled; had thought his entire body must be like his hands. But as he stood there, moving as though he’d just woken up, she swallowed hard. He was a warrior, she’d been told. She saw his grace and elegance as he moved, and a new curiosity burned inside her. 
‘I’m sorry,’ he said softly, his eyes looking at her attentively now. ‘I’ve not been myself. I haven’t been able to find myself.’ 
‘And ... now?’ she whispered, moving slowly towards him. 
He frowned, still careful, but different all of a sudden. ‘My head feels ... clearer. I can feel ... more normally. I can’t explain. It hurts less. There is less fear. For the first time I’m looking through the darkness to the light at the other side.’ 
‘Why now?’ 
He looked at her and he seemed confused then. ‘Because of you,’ he said softly, as though it should be obvious. ‘You’re the first person I’ve been able to see, Tzenna.’ 
Suddenly her hands were shaking. For the first time since she was a child, she was having a real, physical reaction to something, and it was terrifying her. How was he doing this to her, this man who had spoken not more than a few sentences to her in her whole life? How could he tear her apart after she had worked so hard to make sure nothing ever would again? 
‘Luca,’ she whispered, shaking her head. 
‘You’re very young,’ he said gently, moving to take her hand. ‘And set on a very dark path. I’m young too, and have a long way to go before I’ll be what I once was. But,’ and here he paused, moving even closer, drawing her into the circle of his arms, ‘if there is one thing I understand, it’s that you and I are in this world to get through it all together, Tzenna.’ 
She had loved him from the first moment she’d seen him. She loved his torment, and everything about him that hurt. And now she was going to love his brightness, because even though most people couldn’t see it, it was clear to Tzenna that there was so much of it inside him. 
And maybe, just maybe, he could bring her own back to life. 



Chapter 38
Altor flew down the stairs, two at a time. 
‘Well, well, well. Look where you two finally ended up. Can’t say I’m surprised.’ 
‘Al!’ Jane called, making his heart clench with her smile. 
Fern grinned. ‘Actually neither am I,’ he said, and Altor smiled at him in return. ‘It was only a matter of time before someone threw us in the dungeons.’ 
Altor rested his hands on the bars of their cells. ‘I wish I had good news. But I’ve had an idea, and it’s very, very bad.’ 
They both stilled slightly as they waited. 
Altor took a breath. ‘Okay, I was thinking about all this business with Accolon, and then something occurred to me. I had to go down to the library and threaten the old fools there to help me, but eventually I got the facts straight.’ He turned to Jane. ‘I don’t know how much you know about our history, but a long time ago, when the El~araih first came into the world, they were turned, through sacrifice of blood, to serve the kings of Paragor. But there was a clause. They would serve them, and only them, for the sole purpose of helping them in turn to serve Paragor.’ 
He waited a moment to let his words sink in. 
‘Now, I know you don’t believe Accolon is serving Paragor with his absurd plan. So...’ 
‘Jesus,’ Jane groaned. ‘How could I have been so stupid to forget that?’ She shook her head, looking angry with herself. 
Fern rubbed his eyes tiredly. ‘So because the curse of the El~araih states that they can only serve the king when the king is doing what’s best for Paragor, then it seems to me that the curse has been broken. Therefore we have to ask why the El~araih would still be loyal to Accolon. There’s only one thing in the world strong enough to control them.’ 
‘The thing that created the El~araih in the first place,’ Altor said. 
‘Which means ... he’s free,’ Jane whispered. ‘The Scourge is free and our High King is working for him.’ They sat there in silence for a long time. 
‘It stands to reason that if the Scourge is back in control, he has been the one sending the Valkyries after us, and he is the one making Accolon take down the protectors,’ Jane finished. 
‘He’s got some hold over Accolon,’ Altor muttered. 
‘It must be through the dreams,’ Fern said. ‘He must be getting to everyone who’s had their dreams attacked.’ 
‘Not everyone,’ Altor said darkly. 
They looked at him. ‘What do you mean?’ 
Altor sighed and pulled his shirt up to show them his arm. 
Jane gasped, looking at the oozing wound. 
‘I probably should have told you earlier,’ he said with a wry expression, ‘but I really didn’t want you to worry. When your skin is torn open by a Valkyrie’s talons, it is impossible to stop them from entering your dreams. They tear your flesh, and thus they give you the ability to see them as they really are.’ 
Jane’s eyes were wide as she listened and Altor had an instinctive desire to put his arms around her and protect her from all of this. Ridiculous, he knew, since she was more than capable of dealing with it on her own. 
‘Everyone thinks they are creatures of shadow. But that’s only because your eyes have yet to learn how to see them properly. In your nightmares, the place where they exist more truthfully, they are creatures of fire. Winged beasts of flame that immerse you in an inferno. A bit like hell, I suppose.’ 
They were staring at him. 
‘Altor, this is what you see when you go to sleep?’ Fern asked softly. 
Altor just shrugged and smiled. ‘When you’re used to hell, it isn’t that frightening.’ He paused, looking away from their probing eyes. ‘Look, now that you know what my theory is, I have to go.’ 
‘Go where?’ 
‘My mother needs me. I’m late already.’ 
‘Altor!’ Jane’s voice stopped him at the bottom of the stairs. ‘I’m proud of you,’ she said. ‘For figuring this out, and for enduring that wound. You’ve really helped us, you know.’ 
He looked at her, feeling a thrill unlike any he’d ever felt. 
Her son was going to meet her here. Her son, who was now probably even more damaged than he had already been. Because of Satine. Without knocking she entered the room. In an instant a knife was held at her throat. 
‘It’s okay!’ she said quickly. ‘I’m not here to harm him. It’s me, Accolon.’ 
Accolon blinked. ‘Let her go,’ he said quickly and the El~ariah guard stepped down, instantly blending into the shadows of the room. 
‘What are you doing here?’ he asked, his eyes hard. Satine drew a breath and forced herself to smile sadly. This had to be believable. He might be mad, but he was no fool, and he knew Satine well. 
‘I came to talk to you, Accolon. There is something we need to discuss.’ 
‘If you’re here to try and talk me out of this again, then don’t bother,’ he snapped. ‘Nobody understands, but they will. They will all see.’ 
Satine couldn’t hear the voice whispering in his ear, but it was loudest in that moment. 
She walked towards him, taking a ragged breath and pleading with her eyes. 
‘I wanted to tell you that I’m sorry,’ she whispered. 
‘Sorry for what?’ 
‘For what I said to you in Burmia. For telling you that I don’t love you anymore. It was a lie. I was frightened. But, Accolon—I still do.’ 
For a moment he looked suspicious—but clearly the part of him that wanted it to be true won out, and his face creased into a glorious smile. He walked towards her and Satine went to meet him in the middle of the room, ignoring everything inside her that was screaming at her to get away. She wondered, not for the first time, how she had ever loved this man. But then, he had been very different all those years ago. 
‘I’m frightened,’ she said. ‘And you’re the only one I feel safe with.’ 
The voices in Accolon’s head grew, telling him not to trust her, hissing at him to kill her. But for the first time he managed to block them out as he wrapped his arms around the only girl he’d ever loved. 
Satine managed not to shudder at his touch, clinging to him just as he clung to her. 
‘I’ve missed you,’ he breathed into her hair. ‘So much. I’m so glad you’ve finally admitted you feel the same way.’ 
The words raked at her, but she managed to stay silent. 
Just then the door opened, and, expecting to see her son, Satine turned. Instead Elixia was standing in the doorway. Inwardly Satine cringed. This was not part of the plan. She hadn’t meant to hurt poor Elixia. 
‘Elixia!’ Accolon said quickly, taking a step towards his wife. 
She just looked at him, shaking her head. ‘I can’t believe you.’ 
‘I’m sorry,’ he said, but she had already left the room. Accolon turned back to Satine and repeated the apology to her. 
Satine closed her eyes. ‘This is awful,’ she managed to whisper. 
‘She will be all right,’ Accolon said dismissively. ‘There has not been love between us for a long time.’ 
 And whose fault is that? Satine wondered angrily. She nodded. ‘In time she will understand.’ 
Accolon smiled and was about to embrace her again when the door opened once more and Altor came into the room. 
‘What’s going on here?’ Altor asked, a slow, cold smile growing on his face. 
‘Accolon, sit down,’ Satine said. Accolon stared at the two of them uncertainly, then went to sit behind his desk. There was an awkward silence as they waited for someone to speak. 
‘Can I help you?’ Accolon asked after a moment, directing his question at the boy. 
‘That’s a very good question,’ Altor murmured. 
‘He is here because I asked him to come,’ Satine said quickly. 
‘Let me do the honours,’ Altor interrupted smoothly, smiling at his father, his gaze sharp and cold. ‘How about I start with the reason we’re here. Accolon, my mother’s kept a little secret from you.’ 
Accolon’s eyes narrowed. 
‘Altor, I don’t think we should rush this—’ 
‘No mother, I don’t see the point in hiding it any longer. I’m not actually Leostrial’s son. I’m yours.’ 
Accolon frowned and looked at Satine. ‘He can’t be my son!’ 
‘Accolon,’ Satine interceded quickly. 
‘I can’t believe this—it’s true?’ he asked, his voice breaking. ‘How is it even possible?’ 
‘It happened before you left,’ she said. 
They spoke for what seemed like hours, and all the while Altor tried not listen, tried not to care. He didn’t feel as though he would ever laugh again—not truthfully. 
But he wasn’t just here to sit and listen. Satine had wanted him here for a reason. 
‘What am I going to tell the people?’ Accolon asked at one point. ‘How will they react to this?’ 
Altor wanted to tell him that he wouldn’t have any people to be worried about it if he took the protectors down. Instead he cleared his face and said, ‘I didn’t want mother to tell you because I didn’t wish for you to think we wanted anything from you.’ His voice was laced with mournful sincerity. ‘I’d never ask anything of you, father. We just thought ... we thought that the time had come for the truth, since we might all die tomorrow. I just wanted my father to know who I was.’ 
Gods, the words made his skin crawl. His expression was pained and nervous as he looked at his father. 
‘He’s scared, Accolon,’ Satine said softly, and Altor could have laughed at the genius of her acting skills. ‘He’s scared, and so am I. We know you have your reasons, but they make no sense to us.’ 
A flicker of doubt flashed through the High King’s face. ‘You shouldn’t be scared,’ he whispered. ‘Truly, I need you to trust me.’ 
‘How can we, when the creatures try to breach the barrier even as we speak?’ Altor asked with a frightened shudder. ‘If you could just tell us what’s making you so certain that no one will be harmed...?’ 
Accolon seemed to be deliberating as he gazed at the boy. 
‘Please, Accolon,’ Satine whispered. ‘I’ve always hoped that ... we could be a family, the three of us. But we won’t be able to if you take the protectors down.’ 
Gods, that was a bit much, Altor thought, glancing at his mother. But the king seemed to be lapping it up. His eyes were pools of torment. 
‘I’m not supposed to say anything,’ he told them. ‘But I’ve been promised. Promised that if I took down the protectors, the Valkyries would disappear.’ 
‘Who promised you?’ Altor asked, but Accolon shook his head. ‘Well, why would someone want you to take them down so badly?’ 
‘It’s a test of obedience,’ Accolon whispered, his eyes staring at something far away. 
‘How do you know this person can be trusted?’ Satine asked carefully. 
But Accolon just shook his head, a different expression coming over his face. ‘Why are you asking me these things?’ he asked suspiciously. 
‘Just worried for you, darling,’ Satine caught Altor’s eye, the signal for him to leave so that she could finish the job. He struggled not to shudder. They were Accolon’s loving family, ready to do anything for him—didn’t he want to protect them in return? 
He stood and walked to his father’s side of the desk. Then he knelt to the ground, taking Accolon’s hand and kissing it. ‘I am yours to do with as you please,’ he said. ‘Please don’t let me down.’ 
Accolon looked slightly taken aback, but then he smiled, reaching down to embrace his son. 
Altor left the room, feeling dirty. His skin crawled where the pathetic man had touched him. He didn’t allow himself to think about his mother. She was a grown woman—she could make her own choices. 
He wandered through the corridors aimlessly. He didn’t take anything in—all he could think about were the words— he cannot be my son.
Eventually he came to the deeper part of the palace, where the corridors were dark, and guards stood alert. At the end of one of the largest hallways there was a door with four guards standing in front of it. 
‘What’s behind there?’ he asked and they glared at him closely before one of them answered, ‘This is the High Queen’s chamber.’ 
‘Is she in there now?’ 
There was no reply. 
‘Please inform her that her stepson would like to speak with her and is waiting outside her door.’ 
One of the guards raised an eyebrow but another turned and knocked on the door three times before entering. Minutes later he returned and nodded. 
Inside candles were burning and the walls were covered by large draperies. Each depicted an exterior landscape, and the effect was quite bizarre; Altor had the impression of being outdoors, the effect magnified by the huge green plants that were everywhere. 
Elixia was sitting on a long red couch, holding her baby in her arms. When he entered she rose and put the child into a nearby cot, returning to stand before him. 
‘You are misinformed,’ she said softly, her green eyes flashing. Those eyes—they were huge! 
‘I have no stepson.’ 
‘A jest, my lady,’ he said calmly. 
‘Your name?’ 
‘Altor of Burmia, highness,’ he said with a bow, noticing that her eyes narrowed fractionally. 
‘You are Satine’s son?’ she asked and he nodded. ‘Greetings, Black Prince,’ she said. She was very small, with a sharp face, set off by the greenest eyes he had ever seen. 
‘I didn’t realise you were here with us.’ 
‘I came with Jane and Fern from Sitadel.’ 
She nodded calmly. ‘To what do I owe such a visit?’ 
Altor thought for a moment, then said shortly, ‘I found this door and decided I’d like to meet you.’ 
She looked at him strangely and waved him to a seat. 
Before he sat he stopped, staring at the baby. 
‘A good-looking child,’ he commented idly. He didn’t care for children. He wasn’t sure if it made a difference that this baby was his half-sister. It didn’t  seem to make any difference. There wasn’t much room inside him anymore. ‘She looks like you.’ 
‘Thank you,’ Elixia said graciously. ‘Would you like to hold her?’ 
‘Not even a little,’ he assured her, moving to sit, not on the offered chair, but next to her on the red couch. She continued to peer at him through the low orange lighting, no change in her expression. 
‘How old are you now?’ she asked suddenly. 
‘Why?’ 
She shrugged. ‘I know the story. I know how you age. I’m curious as to how it works,’ she said, no pity at all in her voice. 
‘I’ve been alive nine years,’ he replied flatly. ‘You can see me—decide for yourself how fast it works.’ 
She nodded, but gave no other indication that she was doing what he’d said. 
‘How old are  you?’ he asked, wanting to change the subject. 
‘Eighteen. I was queen at sixteen.’ 
‘You have done well.’ It was a simple statement, and Elixia nodded. ‘Quite a situation your husband has got us into,’ Altor said, his eyebrows arched. 
‘Indeed,’ she murmured. ‘But every day is as important as the next when a kingdom of people are relying on you for their safety. I would be remiss if I were to act without as much concern for my people’s lives every single day.’ 
She was smooth, her answer immediate and unwavering. He had imagined that this woman, the king’s ignored, unloved wife, must have been unpleasant at best. A woman who couldn’t keep her husband happy, who couldn’t make her own opinions count in matters as big as these—must not be much of woman at all. 
Sitting beside the young queen, Altor realised how utterly foolish such a thought had been. Her sharp eyes gazed at him, completely aware of what he’d implied with such a mild comment, and her expression was fierce and compelling. The prince could come to only one conclusion. Accolon was more insane than they all thought for not appreciating what was his. 
Just then, Altor wanted something real and unmeasured. ‘You resent me,’ he said simply. 
‘Why do you think that?’ 
‘I know what happened with my mother and your husband.’ 
‘I don’t resent you.’ 
Altor had much experience in playing this game of words. It struck him somewhat belatedly that Elixia wasn’t playing at all. She was truly this measured. She wanted truth as much as he did. 
‘What then?’ he asked, sitting forward to look at her more closely. 
She hesitated. ‘I’m frightened of you,’ she replied, not shying away from his gaze. ‘Your presence here, and your mother’s.’ 
He nodded slowly. ‘I’m sorry for that.’ Surprisingly, he meant it. Word tricks were for daylight, when one was sly and sharp. Now he only wanted to talk to her. 
‘I have heard that you walk within dreams, as well as death. I’ve heard you can fight the Valkyries within your nightmares.’ 
She nodded. ‘Theoretically I can.’ 
‘Then you know what they look like?’ 
She frowned. ‘I haven’t seen one for myself, but—’ 
‘Then you can’t fight them. You don’t know anything about them.’ Her eyes widened a fraction at his bluntness. He sat back, disappointed. 
‘I’ve worked with people who have seen them,’ she said calmly. ‘I teach people how to control their nightmares.’ She paused and looked at him more closely. ‘You see them, don’t you? You’ve been touched by one of them.’ 
He didn’t reply. 
Elixia shook her head. ‘It is a very dark path you walk, Black Prince. If you want, I could help you to—’ 
‘I don’t need your help,’ he snapped. ‘I don’t need anyone’s help.’ Altor desperately wanted to change the subject. ‘Do you love your husband?’ he asked bluntly and she drew back. 
‘Such questions are inappropriate, don’t you think?’ 
He met her eyes. ‘You know they aren’t. Not tonight. Do you love him?’ He wasn’t sure why this question mattered so much. 
She sighed, and he could hear her sorrow in that breath. ‘Yes. I do.’ 
‘How?’ he asked, unable to conceal his surprise. ‘How could you possibly love a man that weak?’ 
Elixia frowned. ‘You are very young, Prince Altor. There are many different kinds of strength in the world, just as there is a great deal yet for you to learn.’ 
Which made him feel horribly inadequate in a way he’d never known before. 
‘Do you understand love?’ she asked. ‘Do you understand how it can work?’ 
Altor merely shrugged. 
‘Perhaps you know a little about infatuation,’ she murmured. ‘But I doubt very much that you’ve ever let yourself know love.’ 
He felt it like a blow. She was undoing him with but a few simple words, carefully placed. 
‘Is there a girl?’ Elixia pressed. 
Altor clenched his jaw but didn’t reply. 
‘How do you feel, knowing she wants another? That’s it, isn’t it?’ 
‘I didn’t say—’ 
‘I know you didn’t say it, but answer the question.’ 
‘The question is—’ 
‘Inappropriate? You said it yourself, no questions are inappropriate. Not tonight. So tell me. Please.’ 
Altor was handed a goblet by a servant, and he gulped it gratefully. It was Ice Wine from Torr. It felt almost sinful to be drinking it on this night. But she was too quick, too clever, and had managed to gauge everything he was in mere moments. He needed the wine. 
‘It’s fitting,’ he murmured and suddenly felt as though he had lost control of himself. ‘I watch from a distance, and I know that had I any real part in her life, it would not be right. I am ... too damaged by far, and the one she loves is far more worthy than I could ever be. But...’ and here he faltered. ‘It still hurts.’ 
Elixia frowned sadly. ‘I think, Altor, you don’t want this girl. Not truly. You merely wish you could be allowed to want.’ 
Altor drew back. Her green eyes were too huge, too probing. He gave a careless, dazzling smile, and said, ‘I am a prince. I don’t want for anything, highness.’ 
‘Unworthy,’ Elixia shook her head, wiping the smile from his lips. And then she told him, ‘You can measure a person by their courage in loving.’ 
‘Even when they’re broken?’ 
‘More so,’ she said firmly. 
She was unsettlingly calm, her words like a weapon against his unprepared heart. 
‘I’ve known a lot of people like you in my life,’ he told her softly. ‘People who think they know me. Who think they have me worked out. But they never do, Queen Elixia. Nobody ever knows anything about the kind of darkness that is within me.’ 
‘Only because you don’t let anyone know it,’ she said calmly. 
Suddenly the anger that was always under the surface threatened to overflow. ‘Don’t you think,’ he asked her through gritted teeth, ‘I would like the luxury of being able to let someone know me? Don’t you think I’d give anything for it?’ 
‘I think that’s a lie. I think you hide behind your disability. I think you love it, because it lets you behave like a cruel, malicious man.’ 
Altor was stunned speechless. 
‘I’m finished now,’ Elixia said, her manner softening. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt you. It simply seemed to me, that on a night which is probably going to be our last, something called for truth.’ She paused and with a quirk of her mouth, added, ‘We can dissect me now, if it would make you feel better?’ 
Altor breathed out, long and slow, feeling the world settle back into place.  Almost back into place. ‘I could tell you I hate you for saying such a thing,’ he said. 
‘But it would be a lie?’ 
After a moment he nodded. ‘It would be. And I’m not a liar. Whatever else you might think of me.’ 
He shifted a little closer to her on the couch, catching as he did the scent of flowers on her skin. He found himself watching her mouth, unable to look away. 
‘Imagine this is the last night of your life,’ she said very softly, leaning subtly towards him. ‘Who do you want to spend it with, Black Prince?’ 
It caught him off guard. People’s faces flashed through his mind as he thought about the question, and with them came a kind of hollow ache. ‘You first,’ he rasped. 
She considered this a moment, then inclined her head. ‘All right.’ A kind of sadness washed over her, and it seemed to Altor that she was far too young to know that kind of sorrow. She looked down at her hands. 
‘He still loves her,’ Elixia whispered. ‘He says her name in his sleep at night.’ 
And suddenly there was something in his chest, hurting—a pressure, a tightening. It came from her eyes and wrapped him up, encircling him and holding him tight. Who was this man, her husband, not to treasure her as she deserved? 
‘So I guess I don’t know,’ she told him. ‘I guess I don’t know who I’d spend it with, and that’s the most horrible thing of all.’ 
Altor realised something as he looked into her bright eyes. The High Queen of Paragor—last necromancer in the world, attuned to the gods, beautiful in a sorrowful way—was here, next to him on this night of chaos, and she was telling him her most awful truths as if he was actually worthy of such things. As if she believed him worthy, and was making him so. There were endless layers in the world, in the human mind and heart that he could never hope to understand. 
But he was starting to understand a little more about himself, and what he was capable of giving, and that was enough for now. 
A strange, unexpected thing to discover at the end. 
Gently he reached out and brushed a lock of hair behind her ear, letting his hand linger on her cheek. ‘The truth?’ he murmured, barely more than a whisper. ‘Tonight, I wouldn’t be anywhere else in the entire world than right here with you.’ 



Chapter 39
Outside the city of Amalia, on the other side of Uns Lapodis, there was a smattering of coastal towns. Amid these towns were a series of watch-towers designed to protect against attack in the dark. 
In one of these towers a boy stood, his bow and arrow at the ready—always, in every moment of darkness, at the ready. For two years, since the beginning of the descent of Paragor, he had never once set foot inside a city at night, or slept underneath the protection of the Elvish threads. Instead, General Terret, discovered as a boy in the annual Amalian games and recruited into the king’s guard at the age of fourteen, stood out in the open, keeping guard over his people, watching for attacks and leading his men in their lonely night battles against the creatures of nightmare. 
This night in Amalia, chaos was afoot. But out here in the dark, this night was the same as the rest. 
‘Two sightings to the west, Captain,’ one of his men told him calmly and the soldiers in the tower swung their bows and fired, killing the two Valkyries instantly. 
They had become accustomed to the darkness, to being able to fight in it. They had developed measures against it. Torches to light up the sky. And crude telescopes to see into the distance. 
The group fell back into easy talk as they watched, knowing that they had to stay calm and strong. Terret turned his eyes to the new boy. He’d come from the High City, and had specially requested being assigned to Terret’s squadron. He was a baby. But Terret had been exactly the same at first. He was still a child in most people’s eyes, and he knew how hard it had been to gain respect in the beginning. 
‘Why are you here, boy?’ Terret asked the child softly. 
Thor’s blue eyes looked into his face, and he replied, very clearly, ‘To help.’ 
Which was more than enough in times like these, when soldiers died a dozen a day and there were not enough men to replace them. Terret had seen so many men—children, too—die out here. But he continued. He kept fighting, because their foes kept coming. 
‘Can you use a bow?’ he asked Thor. 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Good. Because that is all you’ll need out here. No use for swords, unless they get too close. And that means we aren’t doing our jobs.’ 
Most nights the men laughed and joked, and managed to stay human even in the darkest times. But some nights it was much too dark for laughing. 
A swarm of Valkyries, much bigger than usual, descended from directly above them. It was hardest to see them when they came from straight overhead, and tonight they came, and they crashed through the ceiling of the stone tower, killing three men on impact. Terret swung his bow and began to fire as quickly as he could, but as if his words had been an omen, the beasts were already too close for arrows to be of any use. Drawing his sword he saw the new boy do the same, and he began to pray to all the gods that he knew the names of as the remaining men fought for their lives. 



Chapter 40
Jane paused to scratch her arm, then went back to fiddling with Fern’s hair. He was sitting with his back to her cell, and the bars were wide enough that she could reach through and touch him. 
‘How are you doing?’ she asked after a moment, her fingers idle and distracted. 
‘Fine,’ he said, predictably. It was clear that Athena was the last thing Fern wanted to talk about, and it was starting to worry Jane. He’d not mentioned his wife’s name once since her death. 
‘This sucks,’ she muttered. She’d been trying, without fail, to use her powers to get out of the cell, but no matter how hard she focused, she just couldn’t get a hold of the slippery spar of energy she needed. It lay dormant at the base of her, untouchable and infuriating. 
‘Why is it that I can only call my power up when I don’t really need it?’ she muttered, frustrated. 
‘Maybe stress makes it harder for you?’ he suggested. ‘Maybe you need to relax a bit.’ 
‘An impossibility,’ she sighed. ‘Whatever this power inside me is, it seems to be directly related to my emotions. And right now I couldn’t slow my head or my heart even if my life depended on it.’ Jane sighed, feeling hopeless. ‘Could we be anymore useless in here?’ 
‘Not even if we tried,’ he said flatly. ‘It’s driving me mad not knowing what’s going on.’ 
‘And not being able to help. Can you believe we’re actually going to have no part in things this time?’ 
‘You’re uncharacteristically optimistic about the fact that we could help at all.’ 
Jane frowned. ‘Well, I was until you pointed that out.’ 
She knew he was smiling, even though she couldn’t see him. ‘Sorry,’ he murmured. ‘Got any bright ideas?’ 
‘Not one. How would I know what to do?’ 
He shrugged. ‘How did you get rid of him last time?’ 
Jane opened her mouth, then realised what Fern had said. Her fingers stilled in his hair, her heart thumping. ‘What did you say?’ she asked faintly. 
Fern pulled away so that he could turn around and look at her gently. ‘I asked what you did last time. When you banished him.’ 
Jane’s mouth fell open. ‘How could you possibly know?’ 
He smiled tiredly. ‘Jane, I figured it out.’ 
‘What the hell do you mean you figured it out?’ she fumed. ‘You just  guessed that I happened to be the reincarnation of some long dead saviour of Paragor?’ 
He spread his hands. ‘I’ve been piecing it together for a long time. The legend always said that Amara would be reborn again in a time of great need. Then there was the way you looked when I told you the story of Amara, the look in your eyes when you saw the mosaic in the temple on Guanu. Even the detail of you waking up on the cliffs named after her seemed to fit. Besides which, you have an amazing power that arose from nowhere. Not to mention the pearl.’ 
‘What about the pearl?’ 
‘Amara was known to wear a single white pearl around her neck. It was her trademark.’ 
‘Are you trying to tell me that you’ve known about this all along—you knew before I did, and you didn’t tell me?’ 
‘I had a suspicion,’ he said calmly. ‘There was never any reason to burden you with what has always been a far-fetched guess. I mean, really Jane—you struggled enough with the thought that you were foretold in  this lifetime, but to have to live up to the actions of someone from a thousand years ago?’ He let this sink in. 
Jane felt her anger seep away. ‘Jesus, Fern. How unbelievable is it? I can barely get my head around it.’ 
‘When did you remember?’ 
‘When I was in the sky.’ 
They looked at each other. ‘So how did you do it?’ 
She shook her head slowly. ‘A curse. A blood sacrifice. And love.’ 
‘What do you mean love?’ 
Jane sighed. ‘The Scourge is a demon that seeks ultimate power, ultimate destruction. He is alone, has always been, and always will be. There is no stronger bond between humans than love. It was the one thing he could never beat out of us, nor destroy within us. So I used it against him to create the banishment.’ 
‘I don’t understand, Jane.’ 
She was looking down at her hands, but slowly she looked up to meet his eyes. 
‘Amara had a boyfriend—sort of. Someone she loved more than anyone else in the world. And she would have done anything for him, would have died a thousand deaths that he might not be harmed. The Scourge knew this and sought to use it against her, so that Amara would offer herself in exchange for his life. But when she did this, it forged a bond between her and this boy, so deep that it tortured the Scourge, weakening him and allowing her to curse him forever.’ 
Fern looked pale. ‘A boyfriend,’ he murmured. ‘You had another boyfriend?’ 
It took her a moment to work out why he was so upset. ‘Fern, you idiot. Don’t be jealous. It was you.’ 
Fern’s mouth dropped so low that he looked almost comical. ‘ What?’ 
‘Sorry to spring it on you, but I wasn’t the only one in that life to be reborn a second time.’ 
‘Why don’t I remember?’ he fumed. 
Jane shrugged. ‘No one remembers their past lives—no one except me. I don’t know if it’s ever going to be possible for you to remember.’ 
She waited, trying to give him time to process. He was staring at the ground, shaking his head slowly with the enormity of it all. 
‘I had no idea,’ he whispered. ‘I was ... I was your boyfriend? What does that mean? Why wasn’t I your husband?’ 
Jane’s eyes slid away. ‘There was never time.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Because of the war, Fern. And what happened after it. You know the story.’ 
Suddenly his face was horrified. ‘You jumped off the cliff! Why did you do that?’ 
God, this was way too much to be dredging up now. She shook her head. ‘It doesn’t matter anymore, Fern. It hasn’t mattered for a very long time.’ 
‘Was it because of me?’ 
There was a whole world of fear in his eyes as he waited. He understood, somehow, that of course it had been him. That he was the only one who could have hurt her enough for her to take her own life. But she couldn’t bear the look in his eyes just then. No matter how hard it was for Jane to be the only one who remembered the horror of what had happened, she couldn’t be selfish enough to get Fern caught up in it again. 
Taking his hand through the bars, she looked into his eyes and she lied as convincingly as she’d ever done. 
‘No, Fern. It wasn’t because of you. I promise.’ 
He breathed out a shaky sigh. ‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered. ‘The thought that I’d caused you to ... I don’t think I could have bared it. What did happen then?’ 
‘Honestly, I don’t want to talk about it. It wasn’t your fault, so don’t worry. If anything, Fern, you were always the one who kept me alive.’ 
‘I wish I could remember.’ 
No, you don’t, she thought. 
‘But could you do what you did last time? 
‘I don’t think so. He’s escaped the banishment. It means he’s stronger than he used to be. I have no idea what to do, Fern. No idea.’ 
‘Well, maybe we should just concentrate on one problem at a time.’ 
‘Right. Get the flying baddies, then deal with the jerk controlling them.’ 
‘Something along those lines. If we can’t stop Accolon, then we have to stop the Valkyries before tomorrow night.’ 
‘And how many do we think there are?’ 
He shrugged helplessly. ‘Nobody can possibly know. There could be hundreds, thousands ... millions.’ 
Jane shuddered. ‘Great.’ 
Harry skidded to a stop as he rounded the corner in the palace grounds, his heart thumping. Standing in the middle of the chasm was Anna, her hair covered in muck, her back to him. It took Harry a moment to realise that there was someone there with her. A man. 
‘Anna!’ he called. He could think of no one in the whole world who would be holding her with such intimacy, and it caused him to panic. 
She turned, startled, but the man didn’t move. Harry looked at him, and as their eyes met, he felt his heart beat out of time. The man’s eyes were red. Bright, blood red. He was naked, and he stood with an air of such animalism, his every muscle tense and alert, that Harry had a sudden, terrifying realisation of who he must be. 
He stared, unable to believe what he was seeing. 
‘He changed,’ Anna whispered, confirming his fears. 
‘Get away from it, An,’ Harry said quickly, taking a step forward. Locktar was in front of Anna with such fluidity that Harry barely saw him move, his lips curling back, a low growl emanating from his throat. 
Harry froze. Very slowly he lifted his hands. ‘Anna,’ he whispered, not breaking eye contact with the beast. ‘Move away from him slowly.’ 
The growl in Locktar’s throat became a snarl, and he reached behind him to take Anna’s hand. 
Anna moved closer to the monster and put her hand on its shoulder. ‘What are you doing?’ Harry hissed. ‘That thing is dangerous.’ It was staring at Harry as if it were about to leap through the air and rip his head off, and it definitely looked deadly enough to do it. 
‘Not to me,’ she said firmly. Then she moved in front of Locktar, ignoring the creature’s growl of warning. It occurred to Harry, very belatedly, that the beast was trying to protect Anna as much as Harry was. 
‘He’s my friend,’ Anna said. ‘Just like he was as a dragon. He would no more harm me than you would.’ 
Harry stared at the two of them, feeling overwhelmed. Because there was nothing else he could do, very slowly, he nodded. The man immediately relaxed his stance and stopped snarling. He didn’t take his red eyes off Harry for an instant. 
‘He’s going to help us,’ Anna added. She looked a mess, haggard, but happy. ‘What’s going on inside?’ 
Harry quickly related what he knew. 
‘They’re in  jail?’ Anna gasped. ‘We have to go to them!’ She took her cloak off and draped it over Locktar, then the three of them ran into the palace and made their way down to the dungeons. 
‘Anna!’ Jane exclaimed, jumping to her feet. 
‘Jane! What the hell are you doing in here?’ 
The two of them held hands through the bars and had a very rushed conversation about what had transpired. Fern and Locktar were staring at each other, their expressions unreadable. 
‘How long have you been in here?’ Anna asked breathlessly. 
‘A few hours. It must be getting close to sunrise.’ 
Suddenly Fern was on his feet. ‘Harry, man, I need you to go and get Elixia.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Please, just do it as fast as you can.’ 
Harry shrugged and climbed the steps, hurrying through the corridors. He asked a servant to lead him to the High Queen’s chambers, but as they rounded the corner and saw a figure leaving the room, Harry stopped. 
‘Altor!’ he gasped. The Black Prince embraced him fondly. ‘What are you doing here? Did you come with your mother?’ 
‘I came with Jane and Fern and just like everyone else I’m on a quest to stop evil.’ He winked. 
Harry grinned. ‘Yeah, right. What are you really doing here?’ 
Altor’s eyes flashed with something before he shrugged. ‘You’re right,’ he muttered. ‘New city. New ale, new women, new men to gamble with—’ 
‘Of course. But what were you doing in the queen’s bed chamber?’ 
Altor smiled crookedly, a glint in his eye. ‘I said “new women,” didn’t I?’ 
Altor’s expression was almost defiant, as though daring Harry to dispute that such actions were below him. And then he was closed over again, so Harry knew there wouldn’t be much point in arguing with him. 
‘Well I need to bring her to the dungeons—her brother needs to speak with her. Can you help me get her? I’ve only spoken to her a few times before—’ 
‘Neither she nor her brother have anything to do with me!’ Altor snapped, not meeting Harry’s eye. And then he walked into the dark hallway, disappearing into the shadows. 
Harry shook his head in exasperation and asked one of the guards to alert the queen that she was needed. A moment later Elixia arrived at the door. 
‘I’m sorry to disturb you at this hour.’ 
‘There won’t be sleep for anyone tonight, I’m sure,’ Elixia replied kindly. ‘You said my brother needs me?’ 
The two of them hurried back down to the dungeons. It seemed like the whole night had been spent travelling up and down these stairs. 
‘Lix!’ Fern said quickly as they arrived. ‘I need your help.’ 
‘Of course.’ 
‘I need you to tell me how to control my dreams.’ 
As soon as Elixia began to talk, Jane understood exactly what Fern was planning. And she knew, just as quickly, that she could not let him be the one to do it. The world had already lost Fern once, and look how far it had fallen. He had far too much to live for. 
So Jane listened to Elixia’s words as intently as she could. 
‘It is all about courage,’ she told her brother softly. ‘They will show you your deepest fears, try to break your spirit by preying on your weakness. So you don’t let them. You face your fears. You walk forward to meet each one. And you have to understand, Fern—they are  your dreams,  your nightmares—you can decide what happens to you within them.’ 
She stopped and he waited. ‘That’s it?’ 
Elixia shrugged helplessly. ‘I wish there was more to it, but that’s it. It isn’t as easy as it sounds—it takes a huge amount of courage and clarity of mind. If we had time, I could practice it with you. But for now, I want you to start imagining dreams, rehearsing them in your mind, over and over again so that during sleep you have an easier time calling them into play. It’s easier to control something in sleep if you have already imagined how you want it to play out during consciousness.’ 
Fern shook his head. ‘Okay,’ he said, standing up. ‘Time to get out of here. Lix, is there any way you could get the keys for these cells?’ 
‘If there was I would already have done it—Accolon has both sets of keys hanging around his neck.’ 
‘Where is Altor?’ 
Harry shrugged. ‘He disappeared. Probably to a tavern by now.’ 
‘Okay, I need three of you—Anna and your friend, and Lix—to spread out and look for him. It’s imperative that you find him. Tell him to go to where the three of us landed and wait there alone.’ 
‘Why, Fern?’ Elixia asked. 
‘Please,’ he replied gently. ‘Just hurry.’ 
They looked at him a moment longer, then Anna, Locktar and finally Elixia left the dungeons. 
‘Now, Harry, I need you to find a healer and take from him his most potent sleeping potion. Then go to where Altor is waiting—the same spot where you found Anna, and give it to him. Make sure he continues to wait there.’ 
‘Wait for what? And who is the potion for?’ 
‘None of that matters, Harry, I just need you to be as quick as you can.’ 
Harry scratched his beard, and for a second he looked strange to Jane. But then he met her eyes and smiled a weary smile that she recognised, reminding her that he was still just the boy she’d grown up with. 
‘No worries,’ he said. 
‘Thanks, Harry. You’re a good man,’ Fern said sincerely, making him flush with pleasure before he raced up the stairs. 
‘What was that about?’ Jane asked Fern immediately. He hesitated. ‘I didn’t want them to have to see what I’m about to do.’ 
Jane’s eyes narrowed as she stood. ‘What are you talking about?’ 
He didn’t answer, but turned towards the bars, placing his hands firmly around two of them. 
‘Fern! What are you doing?’ Something about his sudden secrecy frightened Jane. He closed his eyes, breathing calmly. Then he began to pull against the bars, muscles straining with the effort, veins popping out in his neck. 
After a moment he gasped and stood back. 
Jane couldn’t help but wonder if he’d started to lose his mind—he was very strong, but no one could bend metal that thick. 
‘You okay?’ she asked. He nodded, still staring at the floor. After a moment she couldn’t help her lips from twitching. ‘Trying to bend the bars, were you?’ 
His eyes snapped to hers and his look of disgruntled disappointment was enough to make her burst out laughing. Suddenly he was laughing with her. 
‘Shut up,’ he chuckled. ‘Just listen—I’m not quite as stupid as I look.’ 
Jane managed to stop laughing. 
‘I can bend those bars—I know I can. I just need the right motivation.’ 
‘What do you mean? Isn’t the simple fact that we’re in prison right now pretty motivating?’ 
‘No, I mean ... I have to get angry. I have to get really angry, really quickly.’ Fern took a step towards her. ‘How do I do that?’ 
‘What the hell are you talking about? Do you think that if you get angry enough you’ll just miraculously be able to break out of jail?’ 
‘Actually, yes.’ 
‘You’re not the Hulk, Fern!’ 
‘I don’t know who that is,’ he sighed. ‘I know it sounds crazy, but I was changed by Odin. Something of his power remains in me. But it only seems to be able to manifest itself properly when I’m truly angry or upset.’ 
She shrugged. ‘Okay. Then think about what made you angry the last time it happened.’ 
‘That’s what I just tried, and clearly it didn’t work.’ 
It came to her all of a sudden. A horrible thing that might ruin whatever they had left between them, but which might just get them out of here. 
‘Of course it didn’t work,’ she said after a moment. ‘You don’t have any real power Fern. I know you think you do, but you don’t.’ 
He blinked, frowning. 
‘No power to help yourself,’ she went on softly, lightly, as if she didn’t care. ‘No power to help me ... you never even had the power to save your wife. We’re just going to have to find another way out of here.’ 
It was, she realised, exactly what he’d done on the boat all that time ago. Lie to keep her safe. 
He took an unsteady step back, looking down at the ground. Jane was careful not to look at him as she muttered under her breath, ‘Ridiculous.’ His eyes snapped to hers. 
‘Gods, Jane, you’re far better at this than I thought.’ 
Jane didn’t return his smile. Her eyes were cold and hard. ‘Maybe I am,’ she said. ‘But what is it about the words I said that aren’t true?’ Her voice sliced into the quiet of the dungeon, harsh and weary and all too serious. 
‘Maybe I’m trying to make you angry, Fern. But maybe I’m also being honest. Those beasts killed your wife and you didn’t do a thing to stop it, because you were with  me. You let this happen through your own weakness.’ Jane paused. ‘How angry does that make you feel? How  furious, Fern?’ 
The fact that that was all it took to tip him over the edge made Jane understand how closely Fern’s insecurities followed him. His jaw was clenched. He closed his eyes. And when he opened them, red flames licked the black, empty sockets. He turned as if in a trance, his mouth curling into a snarl of rage. He took hold of two of the bars, but this time when his muscles strained, the fury inside him burst fourth, and Jane doubted that there was anything he couldn’t do just then. 
With a mighty roar, Fern wrenched the metal apart. Sliding through the opening he turned to the padlock on Jane’s door and grasped it in his hand. Sweat pooled on his forehead as he spread his legs and heaved. The veins in his arms and neck throbbed but finally, with a mighty crack, the padlock broke and fell to the floor. Fern sagged against the bars. Jane opened her cell and sank down to put her arms around him. 
‘Fern! Are you okay?’ 
When he opened his eyes, they were back to normal, but as he looked up at her, they didn’t seem any less lost. ‘You’re right,’ he whispered, utterly exhausted. 
‘No,’ she said desperately. ‘Don’t you understand? I was fuelling the fear you already have. It wasn’t your fault. Her death wasn’t your fault!’ 
He shook his head, resting it against her chest. ‘You might not believe it, but your words were the truth.’ 
Elixia paced through the halls, poking her head into doorways and cursing her brother for his secrecy. She came to the stairs leading to the roof, and not knowing Altor very well, made the mistake of assuming it was the last place he would have gone. She did not want to be the one to find him; she didn’t have any idea what she would say to the boy who’d said such a perfect thing to her and then fled from her room without an explanation. 
So Elixia walked confidently up to the roof, planning to delay as long as she could. 
Of course, she thought as soon as she saw the shadowy figure. Of course he would be here. 
‘Prince Altor,’ she said unsteadily. No matter how hard she tried, there was still an inflection in her voice, clear for him to hear and interpret. 
He whirled, startled. His expression was instantly blank. And that’s when she saw it. The change. He was no longer soft. He was cold and hard and unkind. He was the Black Prince. ‘What can I do for you, highness?’ 
‘I’m afraid it is not the luxury of anyone, however unimportant he may be, to be hiding on the roof on a night like this,’ she snapped. ‘You are required downstairs.’ 
His eyebrows arched. ‘Hiding is not a luxury I can afford on any night, majesty. Nor is being unimportant, it seems, no matter how hard I might try.’ 
‘Arrogance doesn’t become you,’ she said icily. ‘Now will you come? Or will I have to tell my brother that you are as reliable as your reputation states?’ 
He only smiled. ‘Lead the way, lovely lady.’ 
Elixia struggled to keep her mouth shut. Who was this boy to be having any effect on her emotions? This strange thumping in her heart was going to stop this very instant. 
As they walked down the stairs he was very close behind her and their hands brushed. She had no idea if it was his intention to touch her, but the contact made her skin tingle. She walked faster, striving to put distance between them. They made it to the bottom and she turned to look at him. 
‘Fern said for you to go to the spot where the three of you arrived and wait there.’ 
Without meeting his eyes she turned to walk away from him. 
‘Lix,’ he said, and she froze at the sound of her father’s nickname on his lips. ‘Have we come to this?’ 
Very slowly, she turned back to meet his dark eyes. The guard seemed to have slipped for an instant as he waited for her response. But Elixia knew that she was not the type of girl who waited around on the whims of a boy and his ever-changing personality. Whatever friendship they had created seemed to have been shattered almost as quickly as it arose simply because of his need to hide. 
‘You brought us here,’ she told him, and then she walked away. 
Altor stared at the same patch of grass, his body still. There was blood on his hand where his fingernails had bitten into his palm. He thought about the pain, and only the pain. He dug his fingernails even deeper. It numbed some of the rage inside him. 
‘Altor?’ Harry’s voice called out through the darkness. He could see the boy’s silhouette against the light of the palace and he considered not saying anything. It would be so easy to slink away into the dark. 
‘What?’ he asked flatly. 
Harry jumped and clutched his chest. ‘Jesus, Altor. Could you be any creepier? Fern sent me to give you this.’ 
Altor took the flask and stared at it. ‘What the hell is this?’ 
Harry shrugged. ‘A sleeping potion.’ 
‘What’s it for?’ 
‘I don’t know.’ 
‘I’m losing my patience, Harry,’ Altor snapped. ‘Give me something to prove you aren’t completely useless or I’m walking from this spot right now.’ 
The hurt in Harry’s face didn’t reach through Altor’s anger. 
‘He just said to give you this, and to tell you to wait.’ 
‘Wait for  what?’ 
‘If I knew that I would already have told you!’ Harry exclaimed. ‘I can’t stand your moods—wait here or don’t, it’s up to you, but I know I wouldn’t want to deal with Fern after disobeying him on a night like this.’ 
‘Disobeying him,’ Altor repeated flatly. 
Harry sighed. ‘You know I just meant—not helping him. Altor, why can’t you just wait here for him?’ 
‘Because none of this has anything to do with me!’ he rasped, turning his back on his friend. 
‘Fine,’ Harry said, walking away. Altor didn’t move, however, because no matter what he said, what he told himself, he was involved. 
Something occurred to him then, and he was almost too late. ‘Harry!’ he yelled, and the man stopped and turned to face him. 
‘What?’ 
‘I need you to do something for me.’ 
‘Oh really? And why should I do that?’ 
‘Because you’re in love with my mother.’ 
The silence hung in the air between them. If he’d been able to make out the colour of Harry’s face, Altor was sure it would have been bright red. 
‘Go on,’ he said softly. 
‘I need you to check on her, Harry. As her champion. Your job is to protect her. She is ... she’s in a bad situation. It could be dangerous.’ 
‘Where is she? What’s going on, Altor?’ 
Harry’s voice was no longer embarrassed—now it was businesslike, and for the first time Altor actually appreciated the wild, hopelessly romantic gesture of protection a seventeen-year-old boy had made two years ago. He weighed up how much to say. 
‘She’s with Accolon.’ 
‘What? What the hell do you mean she’s with Accolon?’ Harry replied. 
‘Harry, she can look after herself.’ 
‘Then why even bother telling me to check on her?’ 
Alto’s gaze dropped to the ground. He let out a long breath. ‘Because no one should have to look after themselves all the time. That’s what champions are for, however ridiculous the notion sounds.’ 
Harry smiled briefly. ‘Okay. I’ll check on her.’ He paused. ‘Are you okay, Altor?’ 
To which Altor replied, ‘I’m always okay, Harry.’ 
Altor watched the moons in the sky. It was almost sunrise. The night, it seemed, had gone on forever. He’d been waiting outside for what felt like hours. 
That was when he heard a grunt and turned to see a strange shape coming out of the palace. It took him a moment to realise it was someone being supported by another person. Jane and Fern. 
‘What’s wrong with him?’ Altor barked, running to take the load of the man’s weight from Jane. She breathed in relief, straightening her back with a wince. 
‘He’s very tired,’ she said. ‘Altor, I need you to help me get him out of the city.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘I’ll explain on the way. Do you have the sleeping potion?’ 
He nodded. ‘How far are we going? Will we need horses?’ 
‘Yeah. Anna told me about a hut in the forest just outside Amalia. There will be a lot of guards stationed at each exit of the city. They won’t want us to leave.’ Jane sighed, wishing she didn’t have to lay so much weight on one boy. ‘It’s a lot to ask,’ she whispered. ‘But I have no one else, and I need help. Can you get us there, Altor?’ 
Fern managed to lift his head and look at him, and Altor felt something inside him shift. Like the dark, broiling cloud might have dispersed a little. 
‘I give you my word, whatever it is worth,’ he said softly, ‘that I will get you there, or die trying.’ 



Chapter 41
As they raced towards the gates of the city atop stolen horses, Jane wished fervently that they’d had time to prepare some sort of plan. Fern seemed barely conscious, and Jane’s own fighting skills were horribly lacking, especially while she was being thrown around on the back of a horse. And she still had no idea how to call up that power she seemed to be able to do so much with. Altor was a good fighter—but could they rely on him? It was a lot to ask, especially of a child. 
As they thundered towards the eastern gate she saw him draw his sword. Fern, clutching Jane’s waist, tried to do the same. She could feel his body shaking with the effort of just holding the sword aloft, and she understood once more just how deeply drained he must be. 
Guards were stationed inside all the gates, precisely to stop people trying to escape once they realised the protectors were being taken down. There were eight guards at this particular gate, and they moved to present their shields, blocking any discernible path through. 
‘Fall behind me!’ Altor yelled. ‘Wait until I clear a path, Jane!’ 
‘Let me off,’ she heard Fern mumble from behind her. ‘I can help him.’ 
She pulled their horse to a halt a safe distance away and refused to let go of Fern’s hands. ‘You aren’t going anywhere near them like this,’ she snapped. 
‘He can’t fight them on his own.’ 
Which, in the end, turned out to be wrong. 
What neither of them could know about the Black Prince was that he’d lived and breathed fighting since he’d been able to walk. He’d grown up in an Amazonian orphanage, where he’d been trained every day by the fiercest women in the world. And when he was forced to help Leostrial fight, he had been made to see the fall of the Elvish Prince against the war god himself. If the seven-year-old boy had needed any other shaping in life, any other reason to hone his skills so acutely, then it had not yet arisen. 
It was part of his escape. An outlet for all the rage inside him. 
So he drew his sword and cleaved it through the first guard’s shield, his blow so powerful that it sliced through the man’s neck, killing him instantly. Jane gasped as Altor manoeuvred his horse adeptly with his knees, striking down on top of the guards, again and again, each stroke heavy and accurate, not a single movement wasted. 
Jane felt like she was watching a younger version of Fern. But this had none of the flashy brilliance of the older man. This was contained, understated deadliness. It was over in minutes. 
‘Let’s go!’ Altor shouted, and she snapped awake, kicking her horse forward. Then they were galloping through the gates and into the forest. 
‘It’s about fifteen kilometres east along the path!’ Jane called out breathlessly and Altor nodded, surging forward to lead the way. 
She gripped Fern’s hands tighter around her waist and realised he’d somehow fallen asleep. ‘Wake up!’ she shouted over her shoulder and he snapped his eyes open. ‘It’s not safe to sleep out here!’ she hissed. ‘Hold on a bit longer.’ He held on to her tighter, and sat up straighter. 
They reached the cabin and Altor dismounted, running over to help Fern to the ground. 
‘I’m all right,’ Fern protested, pushing the younger man away and making his own way into the cabin. Once inside he sank down onto the bed. ‘I’m starting to feel a lot better,’ he assured them. 
‘Okay, so now what?’ Altor asked him. ‘Why the sleeping potion?’ It took Altor only a moment to realise. ‘Wait—you plan on going to sleep outside the protectors?  Why?’ 
‘No,’ Jane said softly, and both men turned to look at her. ‘That’s not what he’s doing. It’s what I’m doing.’ And before either of them could protest, she took the flask of sleeping potion and drank the contents in several huge gulps. 
‘Jane! NO!’ Fern yelled, jumping up to hit the cup from her hands, but it was too late. The flask, as it crashed to the floor and rolled into a corner, was empty. 
They stared at her, horrified. 
‘What the hell is wrong with you?’ Altor whispered. ‘They’ll never let you wake up.’ 
‘I was going to fight them, Jane,’ Fern said, his eyes pained. ‘It was going to be me.’ 
Slowly she shook her head. ‘It wouldn’t have worked, Fern. It’s me they want. They’ve been trying to get me for a long time now. Once they know I’ve entered their world, no one else will get a second look.’ She met Fern’s grey eyes. ‘You know it’s true,’ she told him gently. 
‘What?  Why?’ Altor snapped. ‘Why would they only want you? Because you’re a Stranger?’ 
‘Because thousands of years ago, Altor,’ she told him softly, ‘when I lived for the first time, my name was Amara, and I banished their master from Paragor.’ 
There was silence, then, deeper than the earth, as the three of them contemplated a legend. One that stated that their child of light, their saviour, would return when the end of the world came upon them, when the Scourge finally returned. 
‘That’s how you know me!’ Altor exclaimed suddenly, staring at her with shocked eyes. ‘In a past life? It has to be!’ 
Jane looked at him for a moment. Then a smile creased her face and she nodded. Before anything more could be said, the edges of everything started to blur. The faces of the two boys warped, as though she was looking at them through an ocean of water. Panic clutched her—this was a suicide mission, and she hadn’t said any of the things she needed to. 
‘Altor,’ she said quickly, her speech slurred. ‘Try to let go of your anger, because you’re a great man, and you need to believe that about yourself.’ 
‘Jane,’ he said, reaching out to steady her as she swayed. Quickly he led her to the bed. She closed her eyes, then forced them open. She couldn’t leave yet. 
‘Please, Al,’ she went on, but he shook his head. 
‘Stop, Jane. You don’t need to do this. I’ll be here you when you wake up.’ 
‘You have to let yourself be happy,’ she tried, feeling her shoulders droop. This seemed to be very important, at the end. He needed to know. ‘You deserve so much more than what you let yourself have. Your parents love you. That’s all that matters. Not what you’ve lost. Not what you hide from. You’re more than all of that. Do you understand?’ 
He stared at her. 
‘Do you understand, Altor?’ 
‘Yes,’ he said, defeated. 
‘You’ve given me more shelter than I ever could have asked for, been more of a friend than I ever expected to find in this world,’ she whispered and he felt the words inside him, sharp and complicated. ‘You helped my smile remember me.’ 
There were tears in his eyes. 
Jane’s face was growing slack, and she sank down onto the pillow. She couldn’t hold on much longer. Her eyes opened one last time, searching for his face, searching for the only man she would ever love, the man who was the reason she had to save this world, the simple reason and rule of her heart. He was there above her, his eyes as grey and as perfect as they had always been. 
‘Jane,’ Fern said loudly, shaking her shoulders. She was slipping away, and she couldn’t get the words out, couldn’t tell him all the things she needed desperately for him to hear. There was far too much unsaid. Too many things in her heart that he needed to know before she slept, possibly never to wake again. 
‘Fern,’ she managed to say, but then the potion took hold, and she fell asleep. 
They stared at her comatose form. No amount of calling her name or shaking her could wake her. Altor was consumed by the words she’d spoken to him, but more so by the fact that there had been no time for words for the man next to him. 
It seemed hideously inappropriate. Cataclysmically unfair. Altor looked at his best friend, the one man who meant anything to him, and couldn’t tear his eyes away from the raw agony in Fern’s gaze. The loss, the powerlessness. 
So he took charge. 
‘Her body will need protection until she wakes up,’ he said calmly. ‘You and I will do that, Fern. We’ll make sure she is safe.’ 
‘It was supposed to be me,’ Fern whispered. 
Altor rested a hand on Fern’s shoulder. ‘That doesn’t matter now. We’ll protect her and she’ll be fine. Are you going to help me do that?’ 
Fern was silent for a moment, and then he nodded. 
But they didn’t get any further in their planning. A mighty scream tore through the air, so sudden and so piercing that it sliced through the cabin and made both of them recoil. Jane was squirming on the bed, her body struggling as though held by some unseen force. Her back arched in pain or terror or both, and Altor and Fern saw three deep gashes appear across her chest, tearing her clothes from her shoulder down to her navel. It was as though an invisible hand had raked through her body, and blood splattered forth. 
Altor turned cold. He’d lived through nightmares, but he’d never seen anything so horrifying. 
Fern rushed to her side. ‘Jane!’ he yelled, his voice hoarse and desperate. ‘What the hell’s happening?’ he hissed at Altor. 
Altor shook his head numbly. ‘I don’t know. The creatures have her. But I’ve never ... I’ve never seen...’ 
‘Altor!’ Fern snapped. 
‘I’ve never known the effects of a Valkyrie nightmare to have physical manifestation. I’ve never seen anything like this.’ 
Jane screamed again and writhed in agony, blood soaking her shredded shirt and the linen sheets. Her flesh gaped and her face was full of terror. ‘What can I do?’ Fern yelled. 
Her shriek drove itself into Altor’s heart and he took a desperate step forward. The noise halted, but her face twisted as if issuing a soundless scream. 
‘Gods,’ Fern whispered. He tried to hold some of the linen against her wounded chest, but she flailed so wildly that he was forced to stand back. 
There was nothing either of them could do. They watched helplessly as her body thrashed to and fro on the bed, terrorised by a foe they could not fight. 
‘I’m going after her,’ Fern said suddenly, his voice low and deadly. 
‘What are you talking about?’ 
‘Look at her,’ the older man whispered. ‘How can I leave her?’ 
‘Maybe this isn’t something you can save her from, Fern. Maybe this is something she has to do for herself.’ 
Fern’s eyes flashed dangerously and there was a trace of fire in them. 
‘If she was yours, Altor, would you honestly be sitting here and watching this, waiting for whatever it is inside her to tear her apart?’ 
 If she was yours.
‘Is she  yours?’ Altor asked softly. He’d tried to keep any kind of edge out of his voice, but wasn’t sure if he’d managed it. 
Fern stiffened. He looked, finally, like he understood, and Altor cringed inwardly at his own stupidity, at how foolish he’d been in giving himself away. 
‘I’m sorry,’ he said quickly. ‘If she is anyone’s, of course she is yours.’ 
What happened next was a measure of the man, the bright Elvish Prince, and how much he loved Altor. 
Fern’s face softened and he rested a hand on Altor’s shoulder. ‘Jane is very easy to fall in love with,’ he said. ‘I could never blame another man for doing the exact same thing as I did. But I will charge you, instead, with understanding. You must know, Al, that if it is still within my power to try, then I will always,  always try.’ 
They held each other’s gaze. Heavy with the knowledge that he might very well lose them both, Altor said, ‘If you fall asleep touching her, if the connection between the two of you is strong enough, you will be able to share your dreams. And I think it is—strong enough, I mean.’ 
Fern smiled and embraced him. ‘You’re a brother to me, Al. You always will be. Do the best you can, it’s all anyone can ask.’ 
Altor watched, his eyes full of tears for the first time in a great many years, as Fern lay down next to Jane, holding her hand tightly in his. Fern closed his eyes and concentrated on slowing his breathing. A soldier knew how to send himself to sleep, no matter what was happening around him—sometimes it was the only way to get a moment’s rest. 
Altor opened his mouth, wanting to say something but unable to think of a single word of his own language. He needed a moment to gather his thoughts, to tell the man how much he meant to him, but before he could speak, Fern’s breathing changed and Altor knew the prince had fallen asleep. 
It was in that moment, too, that Jane stopped writhing. Her face smoothed into an expression of great calm, and Altor realised that there was nothing he could say. They knew. Somehow, they both seemed to know what was inside his heart, even better than he knew it himself. 
Altor cleaned her wounds and tied his shirt around her, mindful of her whimpers of pain. Then he spent the day pacing the cabin, watching them both, noting the flutter of their eyes, trickling water into their dry, parched mouths. 
As twilight drew nearer, he sharpened his sword and counted his arrows. Then he boarded up the windows and door of the cabin as best he could, leaving strategically placed eye-holes for himself. 
And then he waited. 
They would be coming, through the darkness of night, wreathed in shadows, for the bodies of the two people who posed the most threat to them. And to that, Altor was equal. 
He would not let the bastards touch them. Thinking about this, thinking about the beasts coming to attack him, thinking about what he would do to them, one after the other, a slow, crooked smile spread across the Black Prince’s face. 



Chapter 42
As the sun rose, Harry and Anna found themselves making their way separately to Luca’s room. They stopped opposite each other at his door. 
‘It seemed right for as many of us to be together as possible,’ Anna said. 
Harry nodded. ‘I thought the same thing.’ 
‘Will he understand?’ 
Harry’s answer was slow in coming. ‘I don’t think so, An. But I don’t want him to be alone. Not today, not in the night to come.’ 
She nodded and, taking each other’s hands, they entered together. What they found was not at all what they’d expected. 
Luca was standing within the arms of a girl. For some reason, anger kindled within Anna. ‘Hey!’ she exclaimed. ‘What are you doing?’ 
Anna’s first thought was that this girl, whoever she was, was taking advantage of a very sick man. Her eyes when they turned to the intruders were bright, cold, crystal blue. Anna had seen her fair share of beauty—indeed, her best friend was one of the most beautiful women in the world—but this girl who had her arms around Luca had to be the most striking person she had ever seen. It was in the cold depths of her gaze, and the severity of her mouth. 
Anna’s sense of alarm heightened. What the hell was this woman doing? But then she looked at Luca. He was standing up straight, and when he met her eyes, he smiled a little sadly, a little ruefully, and she knew something was different. She took an unsteady step forward, tears welling in her eyes. 
‘It’s okay,’ he told her as he put his arms around her, and the simple fact that  he was the one trying to comfort  her made Anna burst into tears of overwhelming relief. 
‘You’re back,’ she wept, holding him tightly. 
He stroked her hair and didn’t say anything, then he let her go and moved to embrace Harry, who was almost as emotional as she was. After a long time they pulled apart and the three of them stared at each other. 
‘You don’t know how worried we were,’ Anna whispered. ‘You were so—’ 
‘I know. But it’s going to be different now,’ Luca told her firmly, the old intelligence and compassion in his eyes. ‘I’m going to be better. Better than the monster I’ve been turning into for the past two years.’ 
The resolution almost sent Anna into another fit of tears. But something stopped her. The woman with the long blonde hair and the terrifying blue eyes was staring at Luca, clearly unaware of Anna’s scrutiny, and her face was transformed. 
Anna wondered then whether someone would ever look at her the way this woman was looking at Luca. Everything harsh in her face melted away to reveal a mouth that was soft, a smile that was wide, and eyes so warm they heightened her beauty even further. 
Luca turned at the same time to look at her, and what was even more astonishing was that  he returned her look! Anna’s jaw dropped. How the hell had this happened? And when? 
Belatedly, Luca turned back to his friends. ‘Sorry. This is Tzenna. Tzen—this is Anna and Harry, two of my best friends.’ 
The woman turned to them and extended her hand. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you. It’s a pleasure.’ 
‘Huh?’ Anna asked vaguely, startled by the charm of someone so young. ‘Luca’s told you about us? When?’ 
‘Not Luca,’ Tzenna smiled. ‘Everyone has heard about the Strangers.’ 
‘Oh,’ Anna replied. ‘Of course.’ There was a silence. ‘Luca, have you ... have you heard what’s going on?’ 
He shook his head mutely. 
‘We’re in trouble,’ Harry said with a sigh, and went on to explain everything. 
‘How many El~araih does Accolon have guarding him?’ Luca asked, his voice low. 
‘About two thirds of their number,’ Harry said in the same sombre tone. 
He and Luca exchanged a glance. ‘Too many, then.’ 
‘One would be too many,’ Harry replied. 
‘Where is Jane?’ 
Anna couldn’t help but glance at Tzenna. She was listening intently, her eyes never leaving Luca’s face. 
‘She’s gone,’ Harry said. ‘She and Fern were in the dungeons, but we went back down before and they were just—gone.’ 
‘ What? Why were they there? And how did they get out?’ 
‘Accolon had them sent there,’ Anna told him. ‘And when we got there the bars were ... bent out of shape.’ 
Luca stared at her uncomprehendingly. 
‘It looked like someone had set them free.’ 
‘No way. Not possible.’ Harry shook his head dismissively. 
‘Well has anyone talked to Mia?’ Luca asked. 
Anna and Harry looked at each other guiltily. ‘I will,’ Anna offered. A moment later she rubbed her eyes, blinking as she looked at the people in the room. 
‘Mia had a very good question,’ Anna said softly, guilt sharp as a knife within her. ‘Where the hell is Jack?’ 
Satine finally left Accolon’s room when it became clear that there was nothing she could do to make him change his mind. He’d come too far and the hold on his mind was too strong. Without even realising it she sank to the ground, her head in her hands. 
Footsteps rounded the corner and stopped where she sat. ‘There you are! I’ve been looking everywhere for you.’ 
She looked up, but couldn’t manage to smile at Harry. He sat down next to her. 
‘I know what you tried to do,’ he told her softly. ‘I know you tried to stop him, in your own way.’ 
‘My own way?’ she repeated softly, her voice horrorstruck. ‘Do you mean lying and cheating and deceiving? Is that my way, Harry?’ 
He shook his head quickly. ‘That’s not what I meant. Your way is sacrificing your own happiness in order to save those around you. You do it time and time again. You give up everything for your people.’ 
‘It didn’t even work,’ she said, her head resting on her knees. ‘I couldn’t stop him. I tried to ... I told him that I wanted him...’ Suddenly there were tears in her eyes. ‘I’m a bad person, Harry. I told him horrible things. Oh, gods, I never stop hurting the people who love me.’ 
‘Stop. You did what you had to. A last resort. We needed you to at least try.’ 
But Satine wasn’t listening anymore. She was in a tent on a snowy morning over two years ago, with a man she loved, and a knife in his heart. 
‘Accolon is not the man I want,’ Satine whispered, starting to cry. ‘I killed the only man I want.’ 



Chapter 43
The darkness was suffocating, crushing, a heavy weight that threatened to close in around her. Jane couldn’t even see her hand in front of her face. 
Suddenly there was a flash of light. Out of the corner of her eye she saw something made of flame, something winged dive towards her, but as soon as she turned to look, it was gone. It happened again on her other side and Jane tried desperately to see what it was, but once again, as soon as she looked, the flames disappeared. Her heart started thumping as panic slithered through her. 
 Where was she?
And then there was something much worse than the darkness. 
A voice, slicing into her head, making it throb with pain. 
 You’re prettier this time, my sweet.
Jane shivered in horror as the velvet voice made its way through her. Her terror was consuming. Nothing could create more fear than that voice. 
 But it makes no difference. This time nothing you do will stop me, it whispered, and it was full of so much malice and hatred that it sank into Jane’s very bones, terrifying her into a silent stupor. 
She would not let him have her. She would not give in. It was for this reason alone that she had entered the world of darkness, so that she could defy and defy again. 
 There is always a way, she threw back.  And I will find it. She heard his laughter in her mind, jarring and sharp. 
 You’ve always been so confident, he whispered, as though they were old friends.  I wouldn’t have it any other way. What use is a pathetic, whimpering child to me? Your arrogance is amusing, Jane.
 It won’t amuse you when I destroy you for good this time, she replied. 
 Oh, silly girl, he whispered caressingly.  You will soon come to realise the full extent of my power, and then you will understand that there is nothing you can do to stop me this time.
With that he sent a bolt of pain into her head and she moaned aloud. 
 That’s right, moan like the filth you are. Soon he will realise too. He paused and sent her an image of Fern, hatred in his eyes.  That’s what you fear most, isn’t it? For him to realise what a fraud you are? For him to hate you as you deserve?
With all the strength she could muster she sent the image reeling back at him, and then a vision of her own. It was still Fern, but this time it was the memory of their first real kiss. She had not wanted him to see her inner thoughts, but if she could use them as a weapon, then so be it. 
But still he only laughed. 
 Very good, my dear. Very good. But you cannot wound me with pathetic visions of you and your precious love—nothing can save you. Not him. Nothing.
Jane clenched her teeth.  Your words don’t frighten me, she sent to him.  They are only words.
In reply he sent a pummelling of pressure on her mind, making her scream into the darkness. Her body felt like it was being torn, but she couldn’t see any wounds. 
 Not even your powers can hurt me, she whispered, using everything she had to keep her thoughts strong and calm.  You are pitiful. You are alone. You will not break me, no matter how you try, for I have love and passion in my heart, and nothing can break that.
 Wretched child, he laughed.  I am only biding my time. Playing with you because it pleases me to see you squirm.
She trembled and tried not to show her fear. She had goaded him, hoping he would not call her bluff. 
 Don’t underestimate me, sweetling. You are scum. Remember that.
Then he was gone. Or, his voice was gone. She could still feel his presence, reeking with hatred. 
Darkness surrounded her. And then the fiery winged beasts were upon her, and she knew, finally, what Valkyries truly looked like. She had no weapons, no defence. They descended upon her with speed and strength, ablaze with fire and striking at her with their talons. Jane screamed and tried to dive out of the way, but there was nothing for her to hide behind, nowhere for her to run. 
One of them caught her in the chest, raking through her skin and tearing it open. Blood spurted onto the ground. Jane had never known such agony; there seemed to be no way around it, no way to make them stop. All of Fern’s lessons were gone from her mind. 
A voice came to her from far away; but this time it was not the despised, feared voice, but the one voice she loved above all others. 
‘They aren’t really here, Jane,’ she heard Fern shout, and then, miraculously, she saw him run towards her through the darkness. The Valkyries disappeared in an instant, as did the wounds on her body. 
‘What happened?’ she breathed. ‘Are you real?’ 
‘I hope so,’ he replied with a smile, and that’s how she knew it was him. No smile like that could ever be part of a nightmare. 
‘Are you all right?’ he asked quickly, looking over her body. ‘Come on, let’s get moving,’ he muttered, looking around them. 
‘Moving to where?’ She spread her hands. ‘There isn’t anything here.’ 
Suddenly they were standing alone on a wide path in a forest, surrounded by huge trees. It was twilight. It wasn’t a normal forest though. All the trees were dead, and the sky was blood red. 
Jane shivered. ‘Where are we?’ she whispered. It was silent except for the rustle of leaves. And yet ... there was something about the depth of stillness, the eerie colour and the absence of any life that made her cold to the bones. Instinctively she reached her hand out behind her and felt Fern respond by taking it in his own. The warmth and strength of his grip was deeply comforting. 
‘Nowhere real,’ he said firmly. 
‘Why did you follow me, Fern?’ she asked, her voice low. ‘How could you do something so irrational?’ 
Fern looked at her in disbelief. ‘Was it any more irrational than when you jumped in on your own?’ 
‘It’s different for me,’ she insisted. ‘I told you before—’ 
‘I know what you told me. But it’s not different. Whoever has the courage to fight will be able to destroy them.’ His eyes were intense. ‘Fear is the only thing stopping us.’ 
‘I know that!’ she snapped. ‘I was listening to your sister! But it’s easier said than done, fighting with nothing in our hands to hold on to.’ 
Her words sank into the air around them, air that was heavy and thick and somehow cold too. 
‘Should we walk?’ she said. 
‘Which way?’ he asked. They turned back and forth and Jane bit her lip. Both ways looked exactly the same. There was not a single landmark anywhere except dark, ominous trees. 
‘North then,’ he said suddenly, pointing down one path. 
‘How could you possibly know if that’s north?’ 
Fern just shrugged. 
Jane rolled her eyes but followed him nevertheless. They began walking. It was as though they were making no progress at all, just walking in the one spot. 
‘It shouldn’t be this quiet,’ she said, wincing as her bare feet trod on something sharp. 
‘We’re in a nightmare,’ he said flatly. ‘I’m surprised it is this pleasant.’ 
‘Jesus, Fern—it’s precisely after saying stuff like that that the heroes get attacked and torn to pieces. Don’t tempt fate.’ 
He looked at her sideways but didn’t say anything. 
‘Do you think he’s doing this to torture us? I mean, is this the build up?’ 
‘I don’t know, Jane,’ he said shortly. 
‘Can’t we talk, please, so that I don’t have to think about what’s going on?’ 
Fern shrugged. ‘I don’t know if we have anything to talk about.’ 
‘What do you mean?’ 
Suddenly it all came back to her—in the chaos of getting to the cabin she had completely forgotten what had happened only hours before in the dungeon. 
‘Are you angry with me?’ she asked softly. 
‘No.’ 
‘I would understand if you were, Fern. I deserve it after what I said.’ 
Fern sighed, turning to face her. ‘Trust me, Jane—you are not the one I’m angry with. Plus I’m just ... sad. Don’t you see?’ 
‘See what?’ 
‘We’ve come to the end. Surely, after everything, we’ve finally come to the end.’ 
She felt sick, suddenly. ‘The end of what?’ 
‘The end of us.’ 
Jane closed her eyes and concentrated on calming the turmoil in her stomach. 
‘How could I ... how could I do that to her?’ he asked softly. ‘After everything that has happened, I don’t know if I could live with myself if you and I ... You were right—it was my fault. I was being negligent. What if I end up hurting you the same way?’ 
In that moment the nausea subsided. Something washed over her. White-hot rage. Fury, as acute and potent as she’d ever known it. 
‘ What the hell are you talking about!’ Jane screamed, her voice ripping through the silent forest like an explosion. Fern stepped back. ‘How could you say something so completely ridiculous? After everything we’ve been through, all the words of love you’ve spoken to me, all the things we’ve shared, you could actually be stupid enough—no,  selfish enough—to tell me we won’t ever be together?’ 
‘Jane, I—’ 
‘I could understand if you needed time,’ she hissed, trying to quieten her voice but not succeeding. ‘I understand that you need time to grieve. But am I truly worth nothing to you? To actually say  never?’ 
He shook his head slowly, staring at the ground. 
‘You’re supposed to be on my side!’ she yelled. 
‘I am,’ he tried. 
‘Well you’re not acting like it. I’m so sick of all this crap, Fern,’ she said finally. ‘You’ve tried to do this before—to push me away for my own safety, so that sometime in the distant future you won’t hurt me. But instead of that, how about you just stop hurting me now and be with me? Seems to solve quite a few problems.’ 
Still he didn’t say anything, and his silence drove her crazy. 
‘You know what? Everyone thinks you’ve grown, that you’ve finally given up your childish ways, but you haven’t at all. You’re still just as terrified of commitment as ever, and you’re making excuses so that you can sound like the noble one in all of this. You make everything so hard!’ 
‘It’s not that, Jane.’ 
‘Then prove it. Stop being a scared little boy. Stop telling me you love me, and  actually love me!’ 
She flung the words at him and watched as they hit. His eyes lit up with flames. He took a shaky breath, and then, grabbing her by the arms, he thrust an angry kiss on her lips. Furious, Jane pulled away and started to hit him over and over again in the chest. He endured, his jaw tight, the flames in his eyes jumping. 
‘How dare you!’ she screamed. ‘You can’t just—’ 
But she didn’t get any further, because he kissed her again, and it came to her then, the memory of his lips against hers, the feeling of being in his embrace. Her arms went around his neck urgently, and his hands moved to her back, pressing her against him. 
But suddenly he froze, wrenching himself away from her. 
‘ Wait!’ he hissed. A long, straight sword had materialised in his hand and he moved quickly into an alert stance, letting go of her so abruptly that she stumbled. He eyed everything around him warily. Jane’s heart was beating too fast, her hands still trembling with anger and love and sadness all at once. She struggled to calm down. There was silence in the forest. Calm down, she told herself.  Calm down and focus on what you are here for!
‘Why would I have a sword if I didn’t need to use it?’ Fern muttered, still looking carefully around him. 
In that moment he spotted something a short distance to his left. 
There in the grass was a pure white stag with huge antlers and dark, liquid eyes. 
A cry caught in Fern’s throat. Jane turned to see what he was staring at and she gasped in horror. 
The white pelt of the stag was covered in blood. 
They ran to the beast and knelt down beside it. Its breathing was shallow, its chest heaving. Fern had never seen such a creature. So large and proud, even in its dying pain. 
There was a huge gash in its chest, and blood was oozing steadily out of it. 
He looked at the sword slowly. Jane saw him do so and shut her eyes. 
‘No, Fern—don’t.’ 
‘I have to,’ he said softly, knowing it was the only thing they could do. 
‘No, wait,’ Jane said desperately. She leant in closer to the beast to see the wound. She touched it gently, noting the depth and size of it. 
‘It isn’t that deep, Fern. I might be able to save it. Find something to bind the wound with.’ 
He looked at her, knowing what she proposed was completely useless. He nodded though, and turned to help her. 
Jane looked desperately down at her linen dress, and sighed as she ripped off the hem and tied it around the animal. 
She sat back and looked at the stag. ‘I don’t think there’s anything more I can do. We’ll just have to hope that the wound heals before it starves to death.’ 
Fern nodded. They walked back to the path. ‘Jane,’ he said lightly, ‘wait here for a moment, I need to go ... relieve myself.’ 
‘Now? We’re trapped in a nightmare and you need to go to the loo?’ 
He just shrugged. ‘Don’t move from this exact spot. Promise?’ 
‘I won’t move an inch. Just hurry!’ 
Fern retraced their steps back into the forest and found the stag. The poor beast was distraught, breathing shallowly. The dressing wasn’t going to do anything—not without food and water and care. 
Slowly he raised the sword. He was certain that the stag was here for precisely this reason—to unsettle him, to make everything harder. He could easily just walk away. But he was who he was, and even though none of this was real, he wouldn’t feel right about leaving something so clearly in pain. So with one swift movement, he severed the mighty animal’s neck, killing it instantly and ceasing the sounds of its whimpers. Blood poured out onto the grass, and though Fern had seen his fair share of violence, this was somehow deeply saddening. 
Kings of the forest, stags were called in most countries of Paragor. A myth, like the unicorn had been until very recently. Beautiful in a way that was indescribable. And he had just slaughtered one. 
Slowly he trudged back to the path, his footsteps heavy. ‘Jane,’ he said to her back, but she didn’t turn at the sound of her name. She didn’t even move. 
‘Jane,’ he said more loudly, reaching out to touch her. But something stopped his hand mid-air, as though there was an invisible wall dividing them. ‘Jane!’ he shouted, pushing against the barrier. She turned this time, but her eyes stared straight through him as if he wasn’t there. 
‘Fern?’ she shouted, looking into the forest behind him. ‘Where are you?’ 
‘Jane! I’m right here!’ he tried, a cold feeling making its way in to his stomach. 
‘Fern?’ she cried again, and this time there was panic in her voice. Fern swore loudly, trying to beat his fists against the invisible wall. It was unbreakable, and no matter how much noise he made she could not hear him. It also, as he found out quickly, wrapped the entire way around her, blocking him from every angle. 
‘Gods,’ he muttered, telling himself to stay calm. Clearly Jane was trying to do the same, taking deep breaths, but her eyes as they searched were frantic. 
‘Don’t leave the path,’ he urged her softly. 
Jane bit her lip, calling out to him again and again to no avail. Frustrated tears formed in her eyes, but she didn’t shed them—instead she gritted her teeth and stepped off the path. 
‘No!’ he cried watching as she ran into the dark forest. Fern followed, trying again and again to get her attention. But as she came across the stag and saw the mess of its death, a sense of deep panic took over. 
‘ Fern!’ she cried, sinking to her knees. ‘Don’t leave me! Please! I can’t do this on my own!’ 
Fern could think of nothing. His heart aching, he sank to the ground next to her, wishing he could touch her, willing her to know he was there beside her. 
‘I’m here,’ he whispered. ‘I’m not going to leave you.’ 
A tear seeped out of Jane’s eye, and he watched as she sat, terrified and alone. And then he watched as Jane wiped the tear from her cheek angrily, her expression focusing into one of determination. 
He moved around in front of her so that he could imagine she was looking at him and not through him. 
‘If I have to do this alone, then I will,’ she whispered into the air, very softly, her jaw clenched fiercely. ‘I’ll do it for you.’ 
An unchecked, unhindered smile spread across Fern’s face. He’d never been so proud of someone in all his life. 
It was in that moment that Jane gasped, her eyes focusing on his face. 
He blinked. ‘Jane?’ 
‘Fern!’ she cried, flinging herself on top of him. ‘You’re here!’ 
‘Thank the gods,’ he sighed, hugging her. ‘I’ve been here all along. You just couldn’t see me.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘I’ve been watching you the whole time.’ 
She pulled away from him and blushed. ‘Great. That’s not at all embarrassing,’ she muttered, standing up briskly. 
‘Both kinds of nightmares,’ he said softly. ‘Abandonment and powerlessness.’ 
She nodded slowly, taking a breath. ‘I think we should keep moving.’ 
They walked back to the path and set off once more, both wordlessly agreeing not to talk about what had happened. 
After a while she took his hand in hers. 
‘What are you doing?’ he asked, oddly startled. His thoughts had been miles away. 
‘I don’t want us to get separated.’ And then she added with a gentle smile, ‘And to make sure you aren’t scared.’ 
Their eyes met, and after a moment he smiled in return. 
They walked for a long time. Nothing changed: there was only darkness, red sky and the skeletons of trees. Finally Jane stopped, frustrated and very tired. 
‘What are we supposed to do, Fern? I want to get out of here. I don’t like this place—it’s beyond creepy.’ 
He nodded. ‘I know. The point, I think, is to tire us out. To put us on edge. So we have to stay calm and keep going.’ 
When they turned back to the path they spotted a shape in the distance, running along the length of the horizon. As they walked closer they saw that it was a looming metal wall, with two huge gates in the centre. The gates were locked, and the wall seemed to stretch for miles on either side. 
Fern tried knocking, then banging on the metal, but it was so thick that he doubted any sound could be heard on the other side. Then, from out of nowhere, a rope was in Jane’s hand. She showed it to Fern, and he was about to throw it over the wall when she had a thought. 
‘Wait! This is too easy, Fern. It doesn’t feel right.’ 
‘Why else would this be here if not to be used?’ he asked, looking speculatively at the rope, then the wall, then Jane. 
She shivered slightly. ‘I don’t know.’ 
He frowned. ‘How else are we going to get past? There’s no other way.’ 
She shrugged but looked around apprehensively. Fern threw the rope with all his strength, and the first few times it fell short of the top. Finally, after he had cursed and sworn for a while, his fifth throw of the rope made it over the wall and snagged on something. 
‘What’s holding it?’ Jane asked, straining her neck to see. 
‘I don’t know,’ he replied, tugging on it. It seemed to hold, so he said, ‘Climb onto my back.’ 
Jane hesitated, but climbed on to Fern, holding on tightly. 
‘This is very weird,’ she muttered 
‘Jane,’ Fern said in a strangled voice. ‘Less tight around the neck!’ 
‘Sorry,’ she said, loosening her hold. Just then there was a strange, whooshing sound, and Jane had an odd sensation, as though she was falling. Looking down, she was horrified to see the ground fall away. 
Fern gasped, his legs dangling precariously. His shoulders wrenched painfully as he clung to the rope, and Jane screamed, the movement shaking her grip on Fern’s neck. Unbalanced, she slipped down his back. Fern spun to catch her just in time, one arm holding onto the rope now, his other straining with the effort of hanging onto her. 
Below them was a mighty chasm of fire, as if the core of the earth had opened up beneath them. 
Sweat trickled from Fern’s brow as he heaved Jane up with as much strength as he could muster. She grabbed hold of his legs, latching on so that he could free his second hand for the rope. 
‘Hold on!’ he yelled over the roar of the flames. 
‘Go Fern! You can do it!’ she cried, closing her eyes and hanging on desperately. Slowly and agonisingly, he pulled the two of them up the rope, arm over arm, his muscles straining with the effort. 
Jane looked up to see how far they had to go when all of a sudden a door appeared in the wall directly above them. The rope disappeared beneath the closed door, but Fern couldn’t get it open, both hands clinging to the rope. They were stuck, could go neither up nor down. 
‘I’m going to climb up your back!’ Jane shouted. ‘Maybe I can get it open!’ 
She started scrambling up his legs, holding onto his waist. It was horribly difficult, as she’d never had much upper body strength. Vowing that if they ever got out of this alive, she was going to turn herself into a female body-builder, Jane heaved herself up to Fern’s shoulders. 
Reaching wildly she hit the door, pounding against it with her fist. Miraculously, it slid open a fraction, and a head popped out. 
‘Please!’ Jane cried. ‘Help us!’ 
The door slid open a little more, and the head popped out again, wide-eyed and wary. The face was unrecognisable—Jane couldn’t even tell if it was a man or a woman. 
‘Password?’ it asked. 
‘Are you insane?’ Fern gasped, grunting with the effort of holding on. ‘We’re about to fall!’ 
There was no response. 
‘We don’t know the password,’ Jane whispered. 
‘No password, no entry,’ it said, starting to close the door. 
‘Wait,’ Jane cried. ‘We’re lost and we need help. There shouldn’t be—’ She didn’t finish because the door swung open wide, and tiny hands reached down and pulled them through as though they weighed nothing at all. 
Jane and Fern fell to the floor, gasping as the sound of the flames was cut off with the closing of the door. 
‘You okay?’ Jane asked quickly, rising to her feet. Fern nodded wearily, needing a few extra moments before he could stand. 
They were no longer in a forest, but a huge stone hall, held up with pillars so tall they disappeared into darkness. They looked at the person who had let them in and Jane gasped. 
It was a man after all, if such a thing could be called that. His chest was bare, and he had tight curly hair on his head. But below the waist he had goat’s legs, covered in tight, curly black fur, with a short stubby tail and joints in the wrong places. On his head were tiny white horns, and he had bright blue, staring eyes. Jane realised he was a satyr. 
‘Where ... where are we?’ Jane whispered and even the softest of noises echoed throughout the enormous chamber. ‘And why did you let us in?’ 
‘You are in the hall of the lost,’ the satyr replied and his voice was shadowed with age. ‘It is where everyone who loses their way in life ends up. I let you in because you said you were lost.’ 
‘Why is it empty?’ Fern asked. 
‘It is only empty for those who cannot see what is in front of their eyes.’ 
Jane turned to look at the vast and definitely empty chamber, at the same moment that Fern realised he recognised this hall. It was the place in which he had battled the war god for two straight years. The inescapable place. A slow feeling of dread settled in his stomach, but he instinctively said nothing. 
Jane walked a few steps into the space and craned her neck to try and see the roof, but all the walls disappeared into shadow. ‘So ... what do we do?’ 
Fern shrugged but the satyr walked forward, his hooves clicking on the marble floor. 
‘If you can find your way out, you will never be lost again,’ it said. 
‘All right,’ Jane said, turning back to the satyr. ‘Then we just start walking?’ 
‘If you want—though you cannot pass back through the door you came—it leads to a place that does not exist anymore.’ 
‘Where exactly is the hall of the lost?’ Fern asked slowly. 
‘It is within your minds, its boundaries only those you can think up yourself. But beware—it holds every thought you’ve ever had.’ 
‘So if we get trapped we’ll never wake up,’ Jane said flatly. 
‘I know nothing about where you came from—I only open the door,’ the satyr said morosely. 
Jane nodded and turned to start walking. 
‘But we have two minds—how are we in the same cavern?’ Fern asked, pausing. 
‘I don’t know,’ the creature replied. He seemed truly baffled. ‘You might see things from both your mind and hers.’ 
Fern nodded, thanked the creature and ran after Jane. She took a torch from the wall as they walked, and soon they were surrounded by a mist of darkness. Not being able to see anything outside of their tiny circle of light was very unnerving. 
‘What the hell is going on?’ she whispered. ‘Was that thing real? Is this place real? I mean, I thought we were within a nightmare that the Valkyries were creating for us. I didn’t realise we could be somewhere where other people have been!’ 
Fern frowned. ‘We don’t know that’s the case. It could be more illusions. A trick to scare us. Or it could be a real place that the Valkyries send everyone.’ 
More pillars emerged from the darkness. After a few moments, Jane whispered, ‘Should we start looking for a door, or another passage or something?’ 
‘I don’t think it will be that easy. Do you know how much could be in this hall? If it knows everything in both our minds, then we could be inundated with anything we have experienced, imagined, or even dreamed.’ 
Jane laughed nervously. ‘That narrows it down. It will only be things that frighten us. Things that make us lose our way.’ 
Fern felt a shiver run down his spine, and he moved slightly closer to Jane. 
But just then, out of the air above, came a shadow, a cloud of growing, pulsing darkness, and it was descending on Jane rapidly. 
Fern was paralysed from the neck down, unable to move and unable to stop what was unfolding. 
He tried to call out to warn her, but his mouth froze and no words came out. She was going to be consumed, and she hadn’t even realised he’d stopped walking! All he could do was watch as it drew closer and closer to her. Then suddenly, as the edge of the blackness touched her skin, she twirled and banished it with a flick of her wrist. And he was free again. 
‘What did you do?’ he asked, trying hard to slow his frantically beating heart. 
‘What do you mean what did I do?’ she said, looking at him carefully. 
‘The cloud of black! How did you get rid of it?’ 
‘What cloud? Fern, are you all right?’ 
He breathed in deeply and tried to think about what had just happened. The cloud had seemed so hurtful and dark. And yet she had dismissed it with a hand movement. Why had he been so frightened? 
 Because he had not been able to protect her. It was the same thing again. 
She looked at him slowly. ‘Another threat you couldn’t protect me from. You do understand what this means, Fern, don’t you? You have no faith in my ability to protect myself. You’ve got to put some trust in me, or it’s going to drive you mad.’ 



Chapter 44
Anna, Harry and Luca stood atop the battlements of the palace in Amalia, staring down at the wall of the city. The sun was rising over the ocean, casting a beautiful orange light over everything. 
It had been a very long night. 
Their shoulders were slumped, and their eyes were circled by dark hollows. But they watched the wall unwaveringly. 
It was too high for them to see the hundreds of soldiers that stood on the other side, readying themselves to remove the protectors. 
The orders were given, and the tiny threads of sparkling Elvish mesh whipped through the air, retracting from every side of the city, shrivelling down to tiny lengths that could be held in one hand. Even though they had hardly been visible, the sky now seemed empty. 
Anna shivered. Harry and Luca both reached out and put their arms around her, encircling her against the cool air that brushed through their hair. The three of them stood, waiting, watching, hoping. 
‘We’ve got one last chance,’ Harry said softly. 
‘I just hope she can do it,’ Luca replied. 
A long way away, in a distant country wreathed in sand, Mia stood at her balcony, staring out into the desert, her thoughts exactly the same as those of her friends, wishing there was something she could do to help, knowing that all she could do was wait. 
And even further, far out past the waters of Paragor in the realm of the unknown, there sailed a ship, shrouded in mist. And on that ship sat Jack, chained to the oars, being whipped until his back was raw and bloody, his eyes staring out to sea, his gaze unwavering, knowing that what he was doing was right, and believing, even more than they did themselves, in the people he’d left behind. 
Jane shook her head and tried to ignore Fern’s strange behaviour. He was walking too close to her and it was making her distinctly uncomfortable. 
She sped up to try and create some distance between them, but in her distraction she walked straight into a great hole that had appeared in the floor. 
Jane screamed and clung wildly to the edge, catching herself just in time. ‘Fern!’ she screeched, her arms burning. 
‘ Jane! Jane are you there?’ 
‘Fern help me!’ 
‘I can’t!’ he called down to her. ‘I can’t get close enough! You’re going to have to pull yourself up!’ 
‘What?’ she gasped. 
‘Pull yourself up!’ 
Jane groaned. Looking down, all she could see was blackness, for the torch had fallen from her hand and she had yet to hear it land. This was not the moment for Fern to have acquired a fear of heights. She hung, trying to calm her hysterical mind enough to let her function. Her arms were still tired and sore from the last time she’d had to climb. 
Suddenly she heard a yelp from Fern. 
‘What’s wrong?’ she shouted but there was no reply. This scared her more than anything. 
With a great scream she wrenched herself up, arms trembling. Finally, gritting her teeth, she pulled her hips onto the edge of the hole and sagged onto the floor, breathing heavily. Quickly she scrabbled over to where she thought Fern had been but nearly bit her tongue off in fright as she realised the floor had dropped away again. There was a chasm in the ground, just as big as the one she’d fallen into. Halfway down, hanging on desperately, was Fern. 
‘Fern!’ she screamed, kneeling down and leaning over the edge. ‘Are you okay?’ 
He didn’t reply. His lips moved, but she couldn’t hear what he was saying. And he wasn’t trying to climb up. 
‘What’s wrong?’ she called. ‘Climb!’ 
Fern didn’t move. Jane broke out in a cold sweat. Why wasn’t he trying to save himself? Granted, it was a very sheer drop, and there didn’t seem to be many hand-holds in the wall. But he was strong!  So why the hell wasn’t he moving?
‘Oh Christ,’ she whispered, realising what she had to do. Her hands started to shake. Carefully she edged her feet over, turning around so that she was on her stomach. ‘Dear god, please don’t let me fall,’ she prayed aloud, even though she didn’t actually believe that any gods were going to help her now. She reached around with her feet, trying to find a foot-hold, but the cliff crumbled where she touched it. Gritting her teeth, she took a different approach and jammed her toes into the surface, hoping it would be soft enough to burrow in. Her feet made slight grooves in the wall and she managed to get a shaky hold. Holding her breath, she eased off the edge, hoping like crazy that they wouldn’t slip. 
As soon as she lowered herself below the level of the floor, it became difficult. There was nowhere to put her hands. She scrambled desperately, trying to find something to hold on to. Her fingernails started to bleed and her shoulders ached. Her strength was already failing her and she’d only gone about a metre down. 
Sweating and swearing she looked down to see how far she had to go and felt giddy with the length of the drop.  Don’t look down you stupid idiot! she told herself. Fern was still a long way away, staring up at her apprehensively. 
Jane took another breath and set off again. Each step was like a death sentence; every time she found a safe hold it became a mental battle to will herself to let go again and inch downwards. Twice her footholds slipped and she scrabbled downwards, frantically gripping onto anything she could and gasping in pain as her arms strained harder than they’d ever had to before.  Keep going, she told herself.  Just keep going. You’re almost there.
It wasn’t really a question. She didn’t know what would happen to Fern if he fell—didn’t know if he would just wake up or if he would actually die, but if there was even a slight chance that it would be the latter then she would keep going forever. Sobbing now, she finally managed to make it down to Fern. She had not yet let herself think on what she was going to do once she reached him. 
‘I can’t move,’ he whispered. ‘I can barely speak.’ 
‘What do I do?’ she cried, tears of exhaustion and fear sliding down her cheeks. 
‘I don’t know,’ he said slowly. ‘I think ... you just have to go back up.’ 
‘What? What are you talking about?’ she asked through gritted teeth. 
‘I tried to tell you not to come down here. There’s no way for me to get back up. You have to let me go.’ 
 Was he joking? This was the hardest thing she’d ever had to do in her whole entire life, and he expected her to just turn around and go back? He expected her to let him die? 
‘Climb onto my back,’ she snapped, her tears gone. 
‘What? Jane, no!’ 
‘Fern,’ she whispered, and now there was something in her voice that made him fall silent. ‘ Get on my back right now or I swear to god I will fling myself into the abyss without you.’ 
Sighing like he thought this was the end of them both, Fern tried to move and found that he could just manage to grab hold of her shoulders. His weight on her exhausted body was terrifyingly unexpected. She’d never been a very physical person. At school she had been picked for teams somewhere in the middle. She’d never had any reason to think overly about her body and its capabilities. 
Jane struggled not to whimper as Fern held onto her. He swore under his breath, apologising quickly. ‘I can’t move again. I can climb onto you, but I can’t help in any way.’ 
Jane didn’t bother to reply. Instead she thought about how Luca had been tortured. She thought about how he had endured it. All she had to endure was this cliff. Just a cliff. 
With a scream of determination she started climbing. The only way she could keep going was to do it one bit at a time, inch by inch, and to try and block out the pain in her body. 
And, finally, she made it. 
Jane slumped, only half her body over the edge, utterly spent, beyond thought. She must have passed out because some time later she opened her eyes and Fern was kneeling over her. Her body ached in places she hadn’t known existed. 
She was too exhausted to even speak. Fern stroked her hair, letting her rest. After a while he gave her some water and she didn’t care at all where it had come from. Slowly she started to feel her strength come back to her, and with it a sense of astonished accomplishment. 
‘Are you all right?’ 
‘I think so. Actually, yeah. I’m better than all right. I just climbed up a cliff with a giant man on my back!’ 
‘Giant?’ 
Jane grinned tiredly and struggled into a sitting position. ‘Wow. I never knew how extremely unfit I was. But I did it!’ 
‘You did it,’ he agreed with a smile that brightened the darkness. ‘I’m  so proud of you! It was incredible!’ 
She climbed shakily to her feet. ‘But now we have no light.’ 
‘Take my hand,’ he said and she felt around for it in the dark. Her mind was too tired to think about the fact that they were holding hands again. 
She shut her eyes briefly, then started walking again, her legs shaky, feeling in front of her, stepping carefully. 
‘I’m so sick of being powerless,’ Fern murmured. ‘What is the point of making you do everything?’ 
‘In combat you are probably the greatest fighter in the world,’ Jane said slowly. ‘But sometimes even you need help. And you have to start realising that I can give it to you if you’ll just let me. I’m not made of glass. I’m not going to break.’ 
He sighed gently. ‘I’m sorry, Jane. I know you aren’t made of glass. I know probably better than anyone what you are capable of—and I daresay it’s a lot more than me. But I’ve always thought that with all the things you have to do, all the burdens you carry, all the people you feel you need to protect, maybe ... maybe you just need someone to protect  you for once.’ 
Jane felt a lump rise in her throat. She nodded quickly, squeezing his hands. ‘Okay,’ she said, laughing shakily. ‘Maybe we’re both a bit crazy, and also a little bit right when it comes to each other.’ 
Fern smiled and nodded.
It had grown cold, and Jane shivered. Their bodies came closer together and she felt him shiver too. 
It seemed that they walked for hours, and all the while their discomfort grew. Shadows and flames flew through the air, seen only in the corners of their visions, startling them, making their hearts pound. 
And the whole time, what Jane thought about was the same thing she’d been thinking in the forest when Fern had disappeared. She thought about how unhealthy it was to rely on one person for everything. It was ridiculous and unrealistic. Everything in this dream world was pointing to the fact that she had to do things herself. Fern had told her that they were over, and she simply hadn’t believed him. She’d thought he was just being a coward, and selfish. But what if he was right? What if there was just too much past for them to be able to salvage anything good? Was his guilt about what happened truly so debilitating that he’d never be able to give her what she needed? 
In which case, there was only one answer. One course of action. She had to face life without him. Jane had to find enough courage to be able to do this all alone. 
Looking up, her heart leapt into her mouth. 
Athena was standing in front of them, bathed in an unnatural light, looking more beautiful than Jane could imagine. Fern looked up and froze. Jane felt his hand go limp in her own, and tightened her grip on it. 
‘Athena,’ he whispered, his voice haggard. And hearing the affection in him made Jane feel sick. She’d been jealous when the woman was alive, but right now, in this dream world, she was overcome with a furious envy that threatened to overwhelm her. As she watched, Athena moved forward and kissed Fern on the lips. And, to Jane’s horror, Fern started to kiss her back. 
Wrenching her hand out of Fern’s, she stumbled away, unable to tear her eyes from the torturous sight of their embrace. Eventually Athena turned to Jane, walking over to her, cold anger in her eyes. 
‘Do you feel that?’ Athena whispered, her voice achingly melodic. ‘Do you feel the agony of losing him to another woman?’ 
Jane couldn’t look away from her, trapped in her gaze. 
‘That’s exactly what you made me feel,’ Athena said. ‘You deserve this pain, Jane, because you inflicted it on someone else. And now you must suffer forever, because he doesn’t love you—he loves me. It just took my death to make him realise it.’ 
Jane’s heart was thumping and every inch of her hurt.  Face this, she told herself.  Face this, or it will haunt you forever. Jane took a breath and reached out to place her hands on Athena’s shoulders. And then, not looking away from the naked agony in the woman’s face, she said, ‘I’m sorry. Athena, I’m  so sorry for all the hurt I’ve caused you.’ 
The woman’s pretty face shimmered and then Athena disappeared. Jane sagged in relief and looked at Fern quickly. He was kneeling on the ground, his eyes closed. 
‘Fern!’ she cried, hurrying to his side. ‘What did you see?’ 
‘I saw her,’ he told Jane, his voice deflated. ‘I saw Athena dying. Over and over again I watched her die, and I wasn’t able to do a thing to stop it.’ 
Jane sank to her knees next to him and held him tightly, realising then that even if you faced your fears, you never stopped being frightened of them. You just learnt how to bear the fear and keep moving. 
Anna wriggled uncomfortably on the couch. No matter how she sat, she was still sore. Her whole body ached. Locktar was standing directly behind her, watching her constantly. She wanted to talk to him, to ask him a million questions—was he a human or a dragon? Had he been a man once before? If so, how and why did he turn into an animal? But she needed privacy for that, and now was not the time. 
Sighing, Anna dragged her eyes away from the window, and the orange light that seemed to be darkening quicker than she imagined possible. Everyone had gathered to wait together in one of Elixia’s private chambers. It was a huge room, its walls lined with thousands of books, its floors adorned with deeply coloured rugs. In front of them was a huge fireplace. Harry sighed and moved to light the fire. Almost an entire day had passed, spent doing nothing but worrying. Night was growing closer. 
Luca was seated beside Anna, and next to him, close but not touching, was his new friend Tzenna, whom Anna had yet to decide if she liked. Sitting at a small round table was Ria, the red-haired Captain Bayard and Satine, who were talking quickly, their voices soft. The High Queen stared out of the window, her face impassive, and it was she who Anna’s eyes kept being drawn to. 
Nobody could go more than a moment without wondering where Jane and Fern were, and what they were doing. Anna was praying with everything she had that the two of them were doing something to fix this mess. 
‘Where’s Altor?’ Elixia asked suddenly, surprising Anna. 
Satine looked at Elixia morosely. ‘I haven’t seen him in hours,’ she whispered. ‘I have no idea...’ 
‘He went with Jane and Fern, I think,’ Harry offered over his shoulder. Neither woman seemed comforted by this. 
‘Okay?’ Anna heard Tzenna whisper into Luca’s ear. He nodded and gave her a shaky smile, then turned and rested his hand on Anna’s knee. Anna’s eyes prickled—this was the old Luca, the one who looked after his friends. 
A shaft of sunlight rested on the rug by Anna’s feet and she watched as it slowly began to recede, creeping back across the room towards the window from which it came. It would soon be night once more. Only this time, they had no protection. 
‘Stuff this!’ she said, jumping to her feet and then regretting it as the blood rushing to her head made her dizzy. ‘What are we doing sitting here? We should be getting ready!’ 
‘Ready for what?’ Ria asked. 
‘To fight!’ She spread her hands. More softly, she murmured, ‘Honestly, guys. How could we not?’ 
Those who had been seated rose to their feet. Harry grinned from where he stood next to the fire, a wolfish, excited grin. His hand moved unconsciously to the bow strapped to his back. 
Anna turned to Locktar who hadn’t moved the entire time. His face was expressionless, his red eyes glowing. A problem had occurred to her. For the last two years, all she’d ever known was how to attack the beasts while flying among them. 
‘Can you change back?’ she asked Locktar as the others began to prepare. 
He stared unwaveringly into her eyes. Then he said, his voice deep and rasping, ‘I don’t know.’ 
By the time they were all armed and standing on the roof of the palace, the sun has almost set. It cast a beautiful glow over the ocean. 
Suddenly the air changed. There was a prickle, like static electricity on their skin. 
‘Here they come.’ 
Luca dropped behind the others as they made their way up the stairs. He was having trouble breathing. His mind was being pounded by thoughts and there was a mess of emotions inside him. He reached a shaking hand out and leaned against the wall, closing his eyes. 
‘You’re fine,’ a soft voice said in his ear and he turned to look at Tzenna. She was staring at him without an ounce of sympathy in her stony gaze. ‘You’re fine,’ she repeated calmly. 
Luca shook his head. ‘I don’t think I can do this. I need to go back to my room.’ 
‘No.’ 
He stared at her. 
‘There is no way in the world that you are going to walk away from your friends and hide in your room like a coward,’ she said firmly. ‘You’re going up to the roof with me, with the people you love, and you’re going to help us fight. Understood?’ 
Luca was unable to take his eyes away from hers. He simply nodded, and took her hand as she led him to the roof. It seemed only an instant later that they watched the shadows descend on top of them. 
Lights flooded the hall, blinding them for a good moment. When their eyes had adjusted to the sudden brightness, they managed to look around them. 
They were still in the hall. But this time there was something on the ground. Something wet. Liquid was up to their ankles. 
‘What is that?’ Jane asked, peering down. 
Fern was frozen still, his face very pale. 
‘It’s blood,’ he whispered. 
Jane gasped as the potent, heavy stench of steel permeated her nostrils, overtaking her senses. She coughed with revulsion, trying to pull air into her lungs that didn’t reek of blood. 
‘Oh my god. That’s  so gross!’ 
‘Don’t think about it,’ Fern told her firmly, pulling her forward. ‘Just keep moving. It’s water. Think of it as water.’ 
But the level of it was steadily rising. Soon it was up to their knees, and then their thighs. 
‘Oh, Jesus,’ Jane whispered. She stopped walking because she’d started to gag. It was just so disgustingly thick. And the smell—she’d never experienced anything worse. 
‘Where’s it coming from?’ she muttered, her eyes watering. Now it was up to her waist. ‘Uhg! Should we be trying to stop this?’ 
‘How?’ he snapped, holding his nose and staring at the ceiling. 
‘I don’t know! Ew!’ she replied shrilly. ‘But we have to do something.’ The blood rose up to her chest. They were holding their arms up high so as not to get their hands wet, but Jane slipped and fell into the ocean of blood. Fern wrenched her straight again, as she coughed and spluttered and tried to spit it out of her mouth. 
‘Oh my god!’ she shouted, frantically wiping her face. ‘Yuck, yuck, yuck! This is the most disgusting thing ever!’ Jane realised she was too short to keep walking, and that she had to start swimming through the blood. Fern waded forward, pulling her along with him. ‘I think I’m going to be sick,’ she moaned. ‘I can taste it!’ 
It was up to his neck now. And then it was higher than that, and they were both treading, trying to keep their faces aloft. She assumed since they couldn’t see the roof they had time to keep swimming, but suddenly, without warning, Jane’s legs felt heavy, leaden down with weight, and she was no longer able to move her arms. She sank into the ocean of blood, no time to even take a breath. 
She couldn’t open her eyes—it was too thick to see through and would have burned. But she knew Fern was with her, because their grip on each other’s hands was like iron. 
And it occurred to her what this was. Whose blood this was. It belonged to all the people of Paragor that she had failed to save, all the men and women who had died, first in the war against Leostrial, and then, for the last two years, at the hands of the evil creatures. And so too did all the blood belong to the future victims of the Scourge. All the lives that lay in Jane and Fern’s hands. 
If she could have screamed she would have, because finally she realised that this was it—this was her worst fear, and it was how she was going to die. After everything that had happened, she was going to drown in a pool of blood that wasn’t even real. 
The thought was like a shot of adrenalin, snapping her awake— it’s not real!
Jane clenched her jaw, and then she opened her eyes. She looked at Fern, because she simply assumed she would be able to. And then she opened her mouth, and even though it should have killed, it didn’t, because Jane knew that if she willed it to be so, she could breathe. She could decide. 
‘Fern!’ she said. He heard her, his body stiffening. ‘Just breathe, Fern,’ she said calmly. ‘There’s no blood. You can open your eyes, and take a breath. Trust me.’ 
And so he opened his eyes. 
‘What?’ he gasped, treading calmly, breathing in and out. And then suddenly they were standing on the floor again in a completely dry room, no trace of blood anywhere on their bodies. 
‘It was all an illusion,’ she said. He gave her a quick hug, but already they were in the next place, the next part of their nightmare. 
They were standing in a smaller room, its walls made of canvas. The light was dim, for the sun was setting outside. Looking out through the open flap they could see an intense jungle, reaching high into the sky and covering them in a mist of humidity. Jane gasped, realising they were high up in the trees. 
‘It’s beautiful,’ she said, looking at a huge red bird perched on a nearby branch. Massive yellow flowers were scattered around and in the distance, through a gap in the trees, they could faintly see a mighty waterfall. 
‘Where are we?’ she whispered. 
‘I think we’re in Frescana,’ Fern replied. ‘The Amazonian women live in the trees.’ 
Just then two people entered the room. Fern and Jane tensed, but neither person paid them any attention, and carried on as though they weren’t there. 
The lady was very tall, with bright, blonde hair—clearly an Amazonian, and perhaps a royal one by her attire and jewellery. The man looked plainer, but had an air of regality that both Jane and Fern recognised. He was tall and dark-haired, with blue eyes and an easy confidence about him. There was something strangely familiar to Jane about his face. Like she might have seen it before but couldn’t figure out when. 
Jane looked at Fern and he shrugged. ‘I don’t think they can see us,’ he said softly, and sure enough, neither person gave any hint that he had been heard. 
The woman was busy pouring wine, and it wasn’t hard to see that she was increasingly anxious. The man only stared at her, marking every one of her movements, and Jane could see clear devotion in his eyes. 
‘I am breaking many laws by allowing you here,’ the woman said smoothly, hiding her discomfort well. 
‘You aren’t allowed men in your rooms?’ he asked, taking a sip. 
‘Not in royal rooms. We can meet with whomever we want anywhere else, but our personal rooms are sacred to our femininity,’ she replied. 
‘Then why am I here?’ he asked, eyebrows raised. 
‘Because you followed me.’ 
‘Surely all that skill you have just displayed could be put to proper use? Why not force me to leave?’ 
‘Because you are a guest at the fortress, and have given me lessons for the past few weeks. It would not be fitting to be rude,’ she said, turning away. He sighed and put his glass down. 
‘Liessen,’ he said softly. ‘Why lie?’ 
Fern gasped and Jane tried to think where she had heard that name before. ‘Satine’s mother,’ he whispered and Jane’s eyes widened. 
‘I didn’t know she was an Amazonian!’ 
‘Nor did I,’ Fern replied and went back to watching the pair. 
‘How dare you accuse me of such things, Altor?’ Liessen replied. 
‘Satine’s father,’ Fern said, understanding now. Jane nodded, realising why the man was so familiar—he looked just like his grandson, a boy who had been named after him. 
‘Listen to me,’ Altor ordered suddenly and Liessen’s eyes snapped back to him. ‘I leave on the morrow and it will be a long time before I return. Is that what you want?’ 
‘What else am I supposed to want?’ she asked and Jane wondered why she would say such things when it was clear that this was the last thing she desired. 
They watched as the pair threw barbs back and forth. Their attachment was obvious—neither wanted to part, but neither was willing to say how they felt. 
But eventually Liessen and Altor admitted their love and fell into each other’s arms. Then the scene dissolved and they were standing in the huge cavern again. 
‘What was that?’ Jane asked. 
‘I have no idea. Do you think it really happened?’ 
‘I suppose so, but why did we see it?’ 
They both frowned as they thought about the scene they had just witnessed. It didn’t seem to have much weight now that Altor was dead. Except that it was very sad. Jane couldn’t stop thinking about how badly Liessen must have suffered when he died. 
‘She must have left with him,’ Fern mused. ‘And she never told anyone who she was.’ 
An instant later and they were standing in a different room again—this time they were in the tower of a stone castle, and it was neither beautiful nor calm. Screams could be heard from all around them. In the middle of the room were three people. Jane felt tears spring to her eyes as she realised what they were watching. King Altor lay on the ground with several thick spears protruding from his chest. His wife was next to him, holding his hand, and his head lay in the lap of a young boy. Accolon. Jane felt her tears fall as she watched Altor die, and she couldn’t help but think of his grandson, who had been born into a family wracked with such loss. 
Soon they were back in the mighty hall, silence around them once more. 
Jane wiped her eyes, unable to rid herself of the weight of sadness. ‘He was so young—what a waste.’ 
Fern nodded wearily. ‘Lapis Matyr was a good place when he was king.’ 
They started to walk again. But they had only taken a few steps before the cavern disappeared and they were standing somewhere else entirely. 
This time their surroundings were not evident. Two women stood in front of them. One was Fern’s mother, Liensenne, the tall and beautiful Elvish Queen. The other was a woman Jane had never seen. Short and curvaceous, with a plain face and long brown hair. 
The women stared at each other. 
‘Don’t do this,’ the short woman said. ‘Nothing is worth such deaths.’ 
‘Exactly,’ the queen said icily. ‘So you will save them, thus making my plan ring true.’ 
The short woman looked at Liensenne, heartbreaking sadness in her eyes. ‘Yes,’ she said slowly. ‘I will save them, because I love them more than I could love anything. But I feel pity for you, because you have obviously never known such love.’ 
The tall woman did not reply, but her face twisted into ugly fury. Then the two women were gone, and Jane and Fern were looking at two other people. King Cornelius, and Princess Elixia when she was about eight years old. 
They were talking and laughing softly, but suddenly, and for no apparent reason, they both slumped into their chairs, and Jane and Fern knew that they were dead, killed by some twist of Elvish magic. 
Fern gasped and he went forward as if to touch them, but Jane held onto his arm and pulled him back. 
The scene changed again. 
Before them was a pit of blackness so deep and penetrating that its reaches were impossible to fathom. And all that came from its depths was a feeling of overwhelming loss. 
Two bodies floated past them and into the frightening depth. It was Elixia and her father, and they sank down quickly, looking vague and confused. Fern cried out, but he was completely unheard. 
From above another body came, but this one was making its way purposefully down, as though swimming with utter desperation. It was the small woman they had seen before, and she moved through the emptiness with a certainty that spoke of experience. 
When she reached the two bodies she grabbed both by the arms and began to rise with them. The load was terribly heavy, and she didn’t look strong enough. Her face crinkled, all colour draining from it. 
‘Come on,’ Jane whispered without meaning to. The woman began to sink down under the weight and Fern groaned. But her face took on new determination and she surged up through the blackness, seeking the light that came from above with a desperation born of love. 
Finally she made it, and Jane could have wept with admiration. But the relief died quickly in her heart, for as soon as the two saved bodies disappeared into the light, the woman began to plummet back down into the depths of loss and blackness. Jane tried to reach out for her, but she sank right through her non-existent grasp. 
They watched in despair as she fell, even though there was great relief and peace in the woman’s face. Then she disappeared, and so did the scene, and they were standing back in the cavern. 
Jane looked at Fern. His face was white. ‘Hira. My stepmother. Elixia’s mother,’ he said shakily. 
‘Oh god,’ Jane muttered. Now she understood. 
‘I never knew she died that way,’ he went on. ‘ And my mother!’ His voice was enraged. ‘How could she have done that?’ 
Jane didn’t know what to say. She’d always thought there was something cold about the Queen of the Elves, but had never imagined she might be capable of something like that. 
Before they could compose themselves, the two of them were thrust into another scene, different again. 
Now they stood in the ice castle in the queen’s chamber. She was there, and so was another Elvish man. He had his back to them so they couldn’t see who it was, but a clear sense of urgency surrounded them. 
‘What are you talking about?’ the man asked, his voice strained. Jane and Fern moved so that they could see his face and both gasped at the same time. It was Blaise. He looked different. Younger than when they had last seen him, and a lot more like an Elf than either of them remembered. But he’d been trying to stay disguised when they knew him, so it made sense. 
‘The sending-stone shone! They are in trouble! Send help!’ 
Liensenne shook her head firmly. ‘If they are within human lands then they are not ours to help.’ 
Jane felt a tremor of fear as she looked at Blaise’s face. She’d never seen such horror. 
‘ What?’ he whispered, his voice the sound of someone dying slowly. ‘It’s my  wife and daughter, and you want to leave them to be killed by sabre-tooths because they aren’t in Elvish land? Have you gone  insane?’ 
‘Watch your tongue,’ she ordered flatly, turning away from him. 
‘How can you do this? How can you let them die just because we don’t have an alliance with the humans?’ 
Liensenne didn’t even bother replying. Jane struggled to stop her hands from shaking. It had always been there for them to see—the loss in the eyes of the Elf. She’d never understood until now what had caused the First Prince of the Elves to flee his people and have them name him ‘the Lost Prince’ forever more. But now she knew, and she’d give anything not to be watching this. 
‘If you do this,’ Blaise whispered into the silence of the room, ‘If you refuse to send aid and make me go there alone, I will forsake you as my queen and I will leave this city and my people forever.’ 
Slowly Liensenne turned back to face her nephew. Her eyes were full of tears. ‘So be it,’ she said. 
A shadow passed through Blaise, never to leave again. Before he swept from the room, he said, his voice stronger than anything Jane had heard, ‘I curse you until the day you die. May your soul rot in hell for all eternity.’ 
Jane felt it like a blow, and when she looked at Fern, she knew he was experiencing the fall of his cousin a thousand times more painfully than she ever would. 
The sound of the Queen of the Elves crying softly in her room made of ice echoed around them, even after the scene had disappeared and they were somewhere different. 
Now they were in a stone room at night, the moons through the window the only light. The walls were circular, and against one there was a small straw palette with a sleeping man upon it. 
Jane moved closer. It was Harry. Vague, dreamy Harry, who’d turned into a man somewhere along the way. He was tossing in his sleep, low moans escaping his mouth. 
‘Oh Christ,’ Jane breathed. ‘Has he been touched by a Valkyrie?’ 
Fern didn’t have a chance to reply, because just then there was a rush of movement, like everything in the room was moving at high speed. Jane blinked and opened her eyes to realise that they were standing inside Harry’s dream. It was dark, but Harry stood in a pool of light, staring at something unseen. 
‘Hello,’ he said gently. 
Jane blinked. ‘Who is he talking to?’ she whispered. Fern shook his head, clearly as confused as she was. 
‘Who are you?’ Harry murmured into the empty air. Jane walked around so that she could see her friend’s face. He looked wistful and nervous. And his eyes seemed to be focused on something in the immediate vicinity. She looked around but there was no one, only darkness. 
They watched as Harry had an entire one-sided conversation, and then they heard him say, ‘ I don’t understand...’ 
Suddenly all the colour drained from Harry’s face. A look came into his eyes, and the touch of terror was like a cold finger reaching inside Jane, because she’d seen that look before. She’d seen it in the eyes of Luca after he’d been tortured. 
‘What’s going on?’ she whispered. Harry sank to his knees. It seemed like a great weight had come down on top of him. 
‘When did this—is this happening now?’ Jane asked, her voice shaky. Urgency struck her—she had to do something this time. She’d let Luca walk down that path of darkness alone, but she was not going to allow Harry to do the same if something had touched his mind. 
A moment later they found themselves under the earth in a dank cavern. Watching as Luca was tortured by Vezzet, his bones broken, his skin burnt, his screams piercing the air. 
Jane felt a tremor in her heart but there were no tears in her eyes now. She was frozen, sick with horror. Fern’s eyes were locked on the writhing figure. They were forced to witness the agony, the breaking of a mind, the torture of a boy they loved. Jane thought she might vomit. She would never forget it. 
Again they moved to another scene, and now they were standing in the middle of the desert, watching a mighty city sink into the sand, the cries of torment and sorrow audible even from such a distance. They watched until the tips of the palace had disappeared, until the sand was bare in every direction. 
Once again they moved, and this time it was to witness something that neither of them understood at first. 
Jane and Fern were standing on a boat, the sun on their backs, the sounds of waves lapping underneath them a respite from all the screams they had just heard. There were young men and women chained to the oars, being made to row even though every one of them looked about ready to die from weakness and heat. 
All of them except one person. And that was Jack. 
He looked so different, his sun-tanned back and shoulders working hard, muscled with the exertion of rowing. A man who was clearly in charge walked straight through them to stand in front of Jack. He began to whip the boy, over and over, and Jane gasped as she saw the lacerations appear on Jack’s back. Jack didn’t make a noise though—he didn’t even stop rowing. He just gritted his teeth and put more effort into his task. The picture was so at odds with how Jane thought of Jack—spoilt and petulant. Not strong like this. She covered her eyes and shook her head, willing it all to stop. 
The next room they arrived in was one that Jane recognised. She searched backwards, a long way back, for the memory that would prepare her. 
A royal bedchamber. One she knew well. It was late at night, and the furnishings were very old fashioned. Over a thousand years old. There was a couple sleeping in the wide bed. But they weren’t who held her attention. A man was entering through the door, his hood drawn to hide his face. He held a very long, straight sword with a black gem in the hilt, and Jane recognised it immediately. 
‘Oh no,’ she whispered, casting a horrified look at Fern’s confused face. She would have given anything just then for him not to be watching this.  Anything.
The couple in the bed stirred, both waking at the same time and looking around in the dim light, searching for the source of the soft noise. They spotted him. A tall, cloaked, armed man, standing in their bedchamber in the middle of the night. 
The man drew back his hood slowly, revealing his face. Jane was ready for it. She was not ready for the way his face made her heart beat. 
It was silly, really. Fern was right next to her, holding her hand. She could look at his face anytime she wanted to. It always made her shiver with pleasure, sometimes even when she was angry. But this was different. This was the face he’d had in their first lives, when first she’d learned to love him. 
She looked at Fern, the real, present-day Fern. He was staring at this old version of himself, his face drained of all colour, his body frozen. A thousand years ago he’d been shorter because he’d been completely human. His hair was lighter, his body more muscled—he had the arms of a blacksmith. And yet they were the same. It could be seen, quite clearly, in the eyes. They were the exact same shade of grey. 
The old Fern walked forward a few more steps, his gaze never faltering. 
‘You!’ the High King gasped, an ugly streak of anger twisting his face. The queen covered her mouth. 
‘Gods forgive me for taking any human life, but it is time, finally, for this to be over.’ The old Fern stepped closer and raised his sword. ‘You have caused too much harm. Too much pain, made too many mistakes. Paragor must be rid of you once and for all if we are to find a way to survive this.’ 
The king fumbled desperately for his own sword where it sat next to the bed, but was run through by Fern’s blade before he had a chance to look up. The queen’s screams were cut off as she was killed just as smoothly. 
Fern’s face was twisted into an expression of torment, but there was no regret. 
The present-day Fern watched with a dawning sense of dread. 
The door opened again, as Jane had known it would. A woman stood there, short and slender, with long dark hair hanging down her back. Big brown eyes blinked once, twice, utterly unprepared for what she would find upon entering her parent’s chamber. 
Amara gasped. ‘What happened? Did you ... did you do this, Fern?’ 
He looked at her, his shoulders slumping with the weight of the world. His eyes held something that Jane couldn’t bear to look at. But she didn’t want to look at herself either—at Amara, the woman she’d once been. This was the scene that had broken her. It was what made her leap from the cliffs in order to escape the man she loved more than anyone in the world, the man who had slaughtered her only family. To escape the fact that she loved him, and didn’t know how to forgive him. 
‘I had to, Am,’ he whispered, his voice pleading. ‘They were tyrants. Paragor needs no more pain. Think of all the people they’ve harmed.’ 
‘Yes, but...’ Her voice was a whisper, looking from Fern to the dead bodies. That was when it hit her, Jane knew, and she sank to her knees and began to sob. 
‘Amara!’ Fern exclaimed, taking a step towards her. 
She recoiled away from him in revulsion. ‘ They were my parents!’ 
And the weariness in his face, the burden of what he’d done at the cost of his happiness, and Amara’s happiness, was overwhelming. 
Jane and Fern watched as the two figures spiralled into a last horror, one that would ruin everything and send Amara to her death. 
Then they were back in the hall. 
‘Why are we being made to see these things?’ Jane whispered, covering her face with her hands. ‘It’s too much, I can’t...’ 
Fern sagged to the floor against one of the pillars. 
They stayed like that for a long time, knowing that they could handle no more. It was a beating of their senses, their memories, their feelings. They felt bruised, exhausted. 
‘Tell me why I did that,’ Fern whispered finally, his voice breaking. 
Jane closed her eyes and began to speak. 
‘When the Scourge was beaten, you will know of the eradication that took place. The destruction of everything that spoke of the war, of our triumph, of the courage of human kind. All the names of our heroes were lost to history. It was because of them, because of the High King and Queen, who were my parents. The people who had done nothing— nothing—in the face of the Scourge’s attack, then made every shred of evidence that anything at all had happened disappear. Artworks were destroyed, sculptures smashed, books burned. People were forbidden to talk of it. Nobody understood why—they had triumphed! They’d won! And now they weren’t allowed to remember those who had died in the wars. It seemed like a betrayal of the worst possible kind.’ Jane shook her head, remembering with cold clarity those months in the aftermath of the war. ‘It got worse. Taxes were raised for no reason. Punishments became harsher. There was a curfew put in place—nobody was allowed out after dark, punishable by death. An entire city, a city of passionate people, set on the path to equality, was banished from the world because they refused to be made into a state of the treaty countries. Samaraq was lost. It was as though the attack, and their lack of involvement, embarrassed the king and queen. They sought to cement their power by crushing the souls of people, by making sure that there could never be a revolt, that they were not weak enough to overpower.’ 
Jane finally looked at Fern. ‘You were a good man,’ she said softly. ‘Of course you were. It’s why I loved you. You did what you knew nobody else had the courage to do. You killed a man and a woman who had let the seduction of ultimate power turn them into tyrants.’ 
‘But they were your parents,’ he said, meeting her gaze, an echo of Amara’s exact words so long ago. 
‘It was a very long time ago,’ she sighed. ‘Truly, Fern. If there is one thing I want you to hear me say, it is that I have already forgiven you a hundred times over. It was another lifetime.’ 
Fern dropped his head into his hands. He didn’t move for a very long time. She knew he was not going to be able to let go of this. More guilt. He was drowning in it. 
Jane waited, and into the silence she said again, ‘It was a very long time ago.’ 



Chapter 45
‘I can’t hold it any longer!’ Bayard screamed, the muscles in his arm shaking with effort. He held a shield above his head, trying to withstand the pounding of wings as he guarded the crouching form of Locktar. Bayard could only use one arm and was trying to protect his wounded one at the same time. Anna was on his other side, her sword out, chopping at the Valkyries as they swooped. 
Harry had climbed onto one of the battlements to get a better angle from which to shoot, and from there he could see the rest of the group clearly. He was shouting out continuous warnings to each of them. Luca, Tzenna and Ria stood in a triangle, their backs to each other, their eyes to the sky. Satine was facing more Valkyries than the rest of them together, and was using a long wooden pole with a spear attached to the end, incredibly athletic as she sailed through the air.
Harry was trying to cover Bayard and Anna, but there were too many Valkyries, and the Captain wasn’t going to be able to hold his shield in place much longer. Swearing aloud, Harry knew they couldn’t do much damage from the ground—they had to get into the air, and if Locktar couldn’t change back—
The thought sprung to his mind much too late, and he cursed himself for not thinking it earlier. Weapons he’d used once before. 
Quickly he put his fingers to his lips and gave a long, piercing whistle. He knew that it might not work since it did not come from her, but he had to try anyway. 
It seemed to take an age, but finally, Jane’s two unicorns descended out of the sky. They scattered their way through the Valkyries and landed on the roof, eyes wide with excitement. Satine flashed Harry a brilliant smile and without a word leapt onto the back of one of the creatures. It snorted in alarm, but did not try to throw her, simply because Satine had ridden it before, and it remembered her. 
Which left the other unicorn. Harry looked around quickly at the others, none of whom seemed to have even noticed the creatures. 
Except for one person. The High Queen, who according to every rumour had been a rider her whole life, stepped forward now and stroked the beast gently, ignoring the chaos around her. Not waiting for permission from anyone but the unicorn, she swung gracefully onto its back and it leapt into the sky. 
And so the two queens rode through the sky, felling Valkyries as even more appeared. They cut swathes through the masses, but Harry’s whoop of victory died on his lips as he saw that both of them, almost instantly, were bleeding. 
Eventually, because nothing had changed, Fern rose and started walking. Jane didn’t follow him, and after a few steps he turned back to look at her. 
‘Come on, sweetheart. We have to keep going.’ 
‘Why? What’s the point?’ she asked tiredly. 
‘We must keep going or we will die here.’ 
Jane looked at him a little longer, then rose too. They were so fatigued that their feet dragged along the ground. 
They walked in silence for a time, but soon Jane could hold it in no more. 
‘Fern, everything we saw was truly horrible,’ she said. She took his hand and pulled him around to face her. ‘But do you know why? It was because the visions were full of love. Every one was about people loving one another, and the consequences of that.’ 
He stared at her. ‘It means you can lose each other. You lose the people you love. Every single vision was about loss.’ 
She nodded. ‘That’s what they want us to think. But all it made me realise is how important it is not to give up—how pointless our lives would be if we did.’ 
He didn’t answer and she thought, once again, of his desire for them to be over. 
‘Let’s go,’ she added quickly. 
They struggled on, determined not to stop. 
‘How much longer can this go on?’ Fern wondered softly. 
Anna gasped as a talon raked through her shoulder, and she spun around, swinging her sword into the Valkyrie that had gotten too close. Tears sprang to her eyes and she brushed them away impatiently. ‘Locktar!’ she screamed, ‘Hurry!’ 
The man was breathing heavily, his eyes closed, trusting that the Captain could protect him long enough to change—but nothing was happening. No matter how he focused and tried, he could not voluntarily induce the occurrence. Maybe he’d never be able to change back. Anna couldn’t help but mourn the loss. 
Suddenly there was a grunt of pain from behind her and Anna turned to see Bayard fall, his shield spinning across the roof. Blood poured from his bandaged arm as he scrambled to his feet and reached for his fallen sword, just in time to fend off another attack. However, the damage was done, and no matter how many arrows Harry fired into the air, the Valkyries used the moment to surge down on top of Locktar, knowing somehow that he was the greatest threat. 
Anna screamed as she saw them tear through his fragile human body. A mighty roar erupted from Locktar, a sound of agony and fury. And suddenly, something burst to life inside him. The man’s skin began to bulge, and the sound that came from him was a half-human scream, half-animal roar. The Valkyries’ attack on him intensified, sensing the danger, but it was too late. 
The ground shook beneath them, sending some of them to their knees, and the noise was deafening as Locktar’s bones cracked and moved, his skin turning from soft and white to hard, black and scaly. He grew until he filled almost the entire roof, squashing the rest of them against the battlements. Finally he stopped moving, and there before them lay the mighty dragon. 
Locktar raised his head towards the sky and gave an enraged shriek, spraying burning flames into the army of Valkyries, who scattered out of the way. 
Anna heard a great cheer of relief erupt from the roof, but she didn’t have time to see who had given it, for she was climbing as quickly as she could onto her dragon’s back, attaching between his wings the harness she’d carried with her. 
‘Good one,’ she whispered into his ear, her smile bright and unchecked. ‘Now let’s kick some ass!’ 
The beast gave a scream of delight. Uncoiling his wings he leapt into the air, flapping hurricane-like waves of air that battered the Valkyries out of the way. They flew until they were high above the mass of monsters, above the unicorns, to the best spot from which to attack. And then they went to work. 
Ria ducked out of the way of a swooping creature and ran to stand beside Bayard. 
‘All right?’ she called to him over the cacophony of noise—the dragon above them seemed to be glorying in causing mass destruction and was bellowing his glee. 
Bayard grunted and drew his sword—now that he didn’t have to guard Locktar, his one good hand was free. She watched him twirl the sword expertly, feeling its weight, measuring his pain. He was the Captain of the Karangul army, she realised—he had an entire score of trained knights under his command because he was the best. She’d never seen him fight, but knew she shouldn’t have been so surprised by his quiet, unassuming capabilities as he ignored his injuries and dispatched every Valkyrie that flew his way. The dragon had scattered their attack, caused them to lose some of their advantage, but all those on the roof could see that the creatures were now turning most of their attention to their foes in the sky. 
Ria wished desperately that they could all get up there somehow—it wasn’t fair fighting down here like this! They couldn’t do anything except wait for the Valkyries to fly low enough. Not to mention the rest of the city that was completely unprotected. 
She looked over at Luca. It was clear he could not hold his sword comfortably—just gripping it in his broken hands caused him to grimace. But he was striking out at the beasts with the deadliness he’d acquired in all the time they’d been separated. The last time Ria and Luca had fought side-by-side, he had been no more than a boy, out of his depth, bumbling and terrified. Looking at him now, she couldn’t help but miss that boy. 
Ria noticed once again the woman next to him, fighting as best she could without any knowledge of how to wield a weapon. She clearly had no idea what to do, but was driven by so much courage that Ria wondered who she was. Luca stayed close to her side, reaching a hand out to steady her on occasion, keeping his eyes glued to the sky above her. Ria felt an unexpected pang. 
Suddenly the dragon above them swooped low, gnashing his mighty jaws at the Valkyries closest to the roof. The move scattered the creatures even lower, and sent a wave of them down on top of the fighters. 
Luca shouted and fell sideways, pummelling into the woman and slamming her to the ground. Ria realised with horror that he’d purposely pushed her out of the way of a Valkyrie, but had ended up exposing his own back to the attack. Talons raked through him, from shoulder to hip. Luca screamed in agony. 
Harry cried out his friend’s name. Ria had no more time to watch, for she too was being pounded by the effects of the wayward dragon’s tail as it swooped around and brushed a dozen or so Valkyries straight towards her. 
Harry’s eyes were glued to Luca, lying face down, his back torn into ribbons of flesh, blood seeping on to Tzenna’s dress where she sat trying to staunch his wounds. 
Moments later Harry felt something slam into his own body, catching him completely unaware and sending him flying into the air. He winced, but all he felt was the wind rushing past his ears, and he realised with horror that he had been knocked backwards and off the battlement. 
A cry escaped his lips as he fell towards the ground, much too far below him. 
Satine had been circling, ready to cover Elixia’s flank as the younger queen dropped to attack the Valkyries that were trying to get at the dragon’s underbelly. Therefore, she saw it from a different angle. She saw Harry turn his eyes to his wounded friend. Silently, because she knew he’d never hear a real cry, Satine begged him to turn away, to concentrate. What happened next seemed to happen in slow motion. A stray Valkyrie, lower than the rest, turned as it reached him, brushing its wing into his chest and knocking him into the air. 
Satine was already moving. She kicked her mount hard and urged it into a dive. The unicorn’s wings tucked neatly into its body and it dropped like a rock through the air, not needing to be told what it had to do. 
Wind pounded Satine’s face and she closed her eyes against the blinding pain of it. Half a second later she opened them again as she felt herself come into contact with Harry’s body. He slammed into them, pummelling the unicorn from its course, and not even the urgent spreading of its wings could stop them from pounding into the side of the palace. The unicorn screamed, flapping its wings, trying desperately to slow its uncontrolled descent. Harry and Satine had both been winded by the jolt, and scrambled to stay atop the floundering animal. 
They were thrown off the unicorn’s back just before it crashed onto the grass, its long legs giving way beneath it. Satine sucked air into her lungs as she dragged herself to her knees, searching for Harry. He’d ploughed into the ground shoulder first and was groaning, but conscious. The unicorn gave a ruffled whinny, then climbed quickly to its feet, seemingly unhurt. Satine sighed in relief—she’d been sure the crash would have broken its legs, but it shook the dirt from its pelt, tossing its head and snorting. 
‘You okay?’ she called to Harry. 
He leant against the wall of the palace, then gave her a weary smile. ‘Thanks to you.’ 
‘Good—now let’s get back up there!’ 



Chapter 46
Everything looked the same. There was no way to tell how far they had come, nor how far they had to go.
Huge rodents wandered by, making both of them cringe with revulsion. Fern apparently had an aversion to rats, something that secretly pleased Jane immensely. 
Hours passed as they walked, exhausted, frightened, and growing ever more hopeless. All the images they’d been made to see flashed unbidden in Jane’s mind, all the deaths and screams and pain of people she loved. 
Jane didn’t think she could handle much more. There seemed to be no point to any of it if they were just going to wander around in the dark. What on earth could they possibly be achieving? 
‘I’ve had enough,’ Jane announced finally. 
There was silence. 
Fern lifted his sword and looked at her. Their eyes met. 
‘Do it,’ she said, her own rage threatening to boil over. 
The prince’s eyes turned instantly from grey to red-hot flames. He stepped up to one of the pillars, and, with a mighty swing, smashed his sword into it. A scream of fury erupted from his lips as he hacked, breaking the marble more and more with each strike. 
There was a mighty crack, and the pillar crumbled. Sound exploded as the roof began to cave in, enormous pieces of stone smashing down around them. 
Fern ducked for cover, but Jane shouted at him over the racket, ‘Don’t bother moving! This is our dream, Fern! We can do whatever we want!’ With that she moved her hand, and with a flick of her wrist, the heavy falling marble flew in the opposite direction. With her hands she controlled the mighty pillars, flinging them out of harm’s way. Fern watched her, and then he turned his face upwards. 
Through the caving roof, they could see the sky. It was a sea of flames, an inferno above them, licking into the cavern. And out of the core of those flames came the fiery beasts of nightmare themselves, thousands upon thousands of Valkyries, swarming towards them as though the sky itself was falling down. All they could see were fiery wings. 
And this, they both knew, was what they’d been trying to find the whole time. 
‘We have to get up there!’ Fern yelled. ‘We need to destroy the heart of them!’ 
With sword in hand, he leapt onto one of the fallen pillars. They were surrounded by mountains of marble, stepping-stones into the sky, but the Valkyries were descending so fast, and Jane knew she would never be able to leap the distances that Fern could. 
‘Come on, Jane!’ Fern screamed. ‘Just jump!’ 
‘I can’t!’ 
‘You can here!’ 
Jane swore inwardly and ran to the pillar. Taking a breath she scrabbled upwards, cutting her hands on the sharp edges and skidding back to the ground, managing to twist her ankle in the process. ‘Dammit!’ She tried to focus, but they were swooping over her head now, the flames making her sweat, and the noise of it all was so deafening that she couldn’t concentrate on anything but the panic in her chest. 
‘Come on, Jane!’ Fern screamed again. He was halfway up, holding onto the rock with one hand and using the other to hack through the air at the beasts. ‘I need you!’ 
And it was that, right there, that gave her the strength to leap into the air, flying skyward and landing on a piece of rock that was at least ten metres high. She flew upwards, leaping from pillar to pillar, clutching at ledges and swinging herself up, athletic in ways she’d never been before. 
She made it to Fern’s side and he smiled at her, a wide, reckless smile, before he leapt off, leading the way upwards towards the fiery orb in the sky, the very thing that seemed to be creating the Valkyries. 
More people from the palace had emerged onto the roof to help them fight, but even with reinforcements, even with the dragon in the sky, even with the two unicorns attacking with their horns and their warrior riders, the Valkyries were winning. There were just too many. Every fighter had been wounded, each of them now bleeding. Nightmares would be unavoidable, even if they survived this fight, a feat that seemed impossible. 
Tzenna was standing over Luca, trying to stop him from being harmed further, and she realised as she did so that she’d been the one to bring him up here—it was her fault he’d been hurt. But there was no time for guilt, because there were too many creatures attacking. The other woman—Ria, her name seemed to be—had run to help protect Luca, as had the red-haired Captain, but even as the three of them fought, something miraculous happened. Luca stirred, regaining consciousness, and even though he was bleeding profusely, he dragged himself to his feet. Then he clutched his sword in his swollen hands and began to fight once more. 
Tzenna stared at him, and for a brief second he met her eyes and managed to nod in encouragement. And so, if he could fight in a state so close to death, she damn well could too. 
Just then Harry emerged from the indoor stairs, one arm hanging limply by his side. He tried to draw his bow and arrow, but realised with dismay that he couldn’t do it without his right arm. He hurried over to the group, joining them in their resistance. 
‘Luca!’ Harry shouted over the noise of the dragon’s inferno. 
‘I’m fine,’ Luca said faintly, still wielding his sword. Tzenna looked up into the sky to see the High Queen fell three Valkyries with one sweep of her sword, controlling her mount with only her knees and an amazing amount of confidence. 
‘We’re not going to last long at this rate!’ Bayard yelled, wiping his brow. ‘Ria—can you not sing to them?’ 
Ria paled to the colour of parchment. She seemed to freeze. 
‘No,’ she whispered. 
‘Why not?’ Luca exclaimed angrily. Tzenna looked at him, surprised by the vehemence of his reply. She had no idea what he was talking about. 
‘I can’t!’ Ria said, shaking her head. 
‘Duck!’ Harry yelled and all five of them ducked low to the ground as a set of talons flew past. 
‘You can’t or you won’t?’ Luca asked. 
‘I can’t!’ she yelled. ‘You have no idea what you are asking! I can’t open the conduit—it could do too much damage.’ 
‘It helped last time,’ Bayard tried more gently. 
Ria shook her head. 
‘Duck!’ Harry yelled again, and again they ducked. 
‘If I had not been cut off, I could have killed us all— everyone, not just our enemies,’ Ria snapped. 
‘Then you’ll have to be strong enough to stop yourself!’ Luca growled. Tzenna laid a hand on his arm, silently willing him to calm down. He glanced at her and moderated his tone. ‘You have to at least try.’ 
Ria shook her head again. ‘No.’ 
‘Guys, we don’t really have time to be discussing this right now— duck!’ 
This time the Valkyrie flew so low that they had to scramble out of the way, throwing themselves to the ground. Tzenna jolted her neck and snapped her jaw shut painfully, scraping the skin on her hands and knees. Quickly she was back on her feet, reaching for her sword and swinging it wildly above her head. 
Looking up, she felt herself grow cold. The light of the two moons had disappeared completely, obscured by the sudden surge of new Valkyries. There were so many that they blotted out the sky. 
‘Keep fighting!’ she heard Harry yell, his voice impassioned and strong, and Tzenna felt her own strength grow. She had been alone her whole life. Until this last day. They might die here, but at least they would be fighting, and at least they were together. She looked at Luca and he returned her look, helping her ever more with what was in his eyes. 
It felt like he was blind. He knew how to fight, and fight well. But hiding in that cabin, underneath the safety of walls and a roof, with no way to see his enemies properly, was starting to seem very cowardly to Altor. 
Casting a final look at the two bodies on the bed, the Black Prince left his eye-hole and went to the front door. Slowly he drew his sword from its scabbard and felt the familiar, perfect weight of it in his hand. 
Restless and angry and pointless, his life was. A waste. 
Until he’d met Jane and Fern. Until he’d met the High Queen, Elixia. 
Altor slipped from the door of the cabin, making sure to wedge it shut behind him. Then he climbed swiftly onto the roof, all the while being swooped by hundreds of shadowy beasts, until he was finally in a position from where he could fight. 
His sword was a blur then, moving faster than it had ever had cause to move. They came at him, from every angle, and it seemed an impossible task to withstand them all. 
But the Black Prince smiled, his lips curling into a dark sneer, because he knew what the creatures truly looked like. Shadows would never frighten him. 
You could look into the sky and feel your heart breaking. You could think back over your life and regret things past, regret wasted time, regret words not said. But if you just turned your head, Harry realised, and looked at the people here with you, fighting so valiantly, you could also be thankful for such a worthy ending. You could consider yourself lucky for being a part of their lives, for being a part of this struggle—you could feel lucky simply because of the fact that you were strong enough to fight back. 
Bowing his head and holding his sword in his uninjured hand, he ran to Luca, placing a hand briefly on his best friend’s arm. 
‘Dude—you’re making me look bad, fighting like that,’ Luca told him with a flash of one of his old smiles, nodding his head towards Tzenna. ‘I’m trying to impress a girl!’ 
Harry couldn’t help but laugh. ‘You’re making us  all look bad, fighting all torn up like that!’ he shot back. ‘Trust me, you’ve impressed her just by being conscious.’ 
Luca’s expression cleared as he looked at his friend. ‘I’ve got too much to lose to let a little scratch bring me down.’ 
And Harry knew exactly what he meant. They both looked into the sky at Anna, still circling on her mighty dragon. 
The end of the world, and all he wanted was to be with his five best friends. 
And one other thing. A nameless woman’s face sprang to his mind’s eye. One string not tied, then. One piece of information still missing. 
Fern reached the top of the tallest pillar, slicing his sword through the fiery wings and talons that surrounded him. He could hardly see through them to look for Jane, but then her own sword hacked through, killing several Valkyries at once, and she came to stand next to him. 
It was like being in the heart of a hurricane. The screams and shrieks of the beasts filled their ears, and the fury of the wind being created by their wings blasted against them, threatening to blow them back down to the ground that was now so far it seemed like another world away. 
Jane could see nothing but fire all around her, and just then a set of talons raked against her cheek, slashing it open. There were gashes all over both of them, wounds that were unavoidable as they climbed. 
‘We’re as high as we can get!’ Jane screamed over the deafening noise. Their attackers never abated, a broiling mass that was always closing in. 
‘It’s not far now—I can see it just beyond!’ Fern yelled back, pointing upwards. That’s when she glimpsed it. The core. A huge orb of fire, not unlike a sun, and from within it more creatures came. 
‘Take my hand!’ she called. Fern glanced sideways at her, and then transferred his sword to his other hand, clasping hers with strength and urgency. 
‘ Now jump!’ 
And even though it would mean leaping into a furnace of death, they jumped. 
Together the two of them leapt upwards, flying through the air simply because they needed to be able to, straight through the thousands of Valkyries whose bodies burned and tore upon the contact. 
Then Jane and Fern, each with their free hand, stabbed their long swords straight into the heart of the Valkyrie core. 
There was a mighty explosion of noise, an eclipse of destruction, sending them soaring backwards through the sky and into oblivion. 
Jane closed her eyes. What seemed like an eternity later she opened them, and when she did, everything was white, still, and silent. 
The sudden glare was painful. She sank to her knees, trembling, and then realised that her hand was still within Fern’s. He didn’t let go. 
It took a very long moment for her to realise that they were in a circular room, its walls, ceiling and floor all the same, bright, impossible white. 
Slowly Fern stood and helped her to her feet. Without words, the two of them walked to the walls, searching for a handle or even just a crack. 
There was nothing. 
A terrible sense of foreboding fell upon them both. The room was completely empty. It reminded Jane of the mental institutions on Earth that she had seen only in films. A chill ran down her spine. 
Jane sank down with her back against the wall, exhausted, hopeless. Neither had any idea what to do, and were too weary to even talk. 
‘We did it,’ she said softly. ‘We did what we came to do. The Valkyries are destroyed. So why wasn’t it enough?’ 
Fern was silent. 
‘Haven’t we faced all of our fears? The satyr said we would find our way out if we faced our fears.  Haven’t we done enough?’
‘Maybe not,’ he replied suddenly. 
Jane fell silent. Something struck her, cold, painful and much worse than anything they had been through so far. 
What if her greatest fear was letting go of Fern? What if she’d ignored it, blindly believing that they could get through anything? Maybe they’d never get out of here until she just allowed herself to accept that it was over. 
A lot of men feared falling in love, he’d been told. Feared being stuck with the one woman for their whole lives. Think on that, his mother and sister had told him, when it comes time for you to settle down, to do what’s right for your kingdom. It’s a man’s responsibility—start a family, leave an heir. Show people you can do the right thing. Set an example. 
But it was more for Prince Fern. It was more than a simple fear of having only one woman. 
He was good at almost everything he did, a beacon of hope and pride for his people, and things were expected of him. He was a symbol, he could do no wrong. He was their Bright Prince. 
Through all of that he had clutched, desperately, with slipping fingers, to the simple idea of who he was. He had tried to keep a little part of himself simply his, a secret. He was a boy—a man—who could live up to all the other expectations, who could fight a god, who could wield a sword to protect his people ... a man who could do all these things and more, but who could not— might not—be a good enough man to love someone properly. 
He didn’t know if he was the kind of man who had a heart big enough to love a woman the way she deserved, without fault or fear, without withholding or hiding, only generously, boldly. 
Therefore he could not allow himself to get too attached to anyone in case he was not the bright, shining thing they all expected. In case he made a mistake, and someone got hurt. 
Could he not have one single part of himself that was free to do as he chose? He could be the person they wanted him to be, if only they would leave him this small thing. Allow him, in just this one part, not to be enough. 
And so it had gone for the first twenty years of his life. They’d allowed him to wander and dream and adventure all on his own. It had seemed to work. He’d been happy. 
Until the day he’d come across a girl—not so different from the million he’d met—lying halfway up a cliff, and he’d had his whole world smashed by the simple act of her opening her big brown eyes and meeting his gaze. 
All his fears came true. He hurt her, time and time again. Because he was not a good enough man. 
Sitting in that room so white it hurt his eyes, in such close proximity to her, his heart beat fearfully like it did every time he looked at her, even now, all this time later. 
Fern rose slowly to his feet. 
He was trapped within his own mind, and the only possible way out was to face his fears. And something finally occurred to him, so obvious it may as well have been a slap in the face. 
Jane saw him stand and, frowning, did the same. 
‘Are you okay?’ she asked. But they weren’t the words he was hearing. 
 Stop hurting me now and just be with me.
 Stop telling me you love me and love me!
The answer was staring at him. Gently he took her hands. 
‘Fern?’ 
With the weight of every insecurity he had about himself, Prince Fern sank to one knee, and he looked up at her startled expression, feeling the warmth from his heart spread through his whole body. The brightness of the room seemed to dim against his eyes, making it easier to bear. 
‘Jane,’ he said clearly. ‘We’ve come a very long way. Loved each other a very long time. The one honesty in my heart is that you are my only true weakness. The deepest fear inside me is that I won’t be able to protect you forever, and that I’ll never be good enough to be the kind of man that doesn’t hurt you. I’ve always resisted love because it’s what everyone wants from me. It’s the only thing I could withhold from them, and I thought ... I thought I’d be losing myself if I gave in.’ 
Fern closed his eyes, shaking his head. 
‘I’ve been so foolish, Jane,’ he whispered. ‘I never realised that loving someone, truly loving someone makes it easier to know yourself, to find yourself. To be ... better.’ 
Jane felt light-headed. Her heart wasn’t slowing down. 
‘So I’m taking my future in my hands—I’m deciding my own destiny,’ Fern went on, his voice growing steadier. ‘I’m going to try not to be so scared, even if I’ve ruined things too much for you to be able to say yes. It doesn’t matter what your answer is—I think we’ll be set free either way, because the only thing that matters is that we’re deciding for ourselves, deciding not to be frightened. I’m offering you something, giving you an oath, because you make me a better man. Even if you don’t accept it ... well, I’ll love you anyway, Jane. The only thing left now is for you to decide your own fate.’ 
Jane couldn’t breathe properly. The change was too sudden, from the man who was always shying away from her, always running, to this. 
He smiled now, gently, because he was Fern, and he would always be smiling. ‘Will you marry me, Jane, and help me, every day, to be worthy of you?’ The words spilled from him as if from the mouth of a man who had been deeply hungry all his life. As if, only now, he was finding the one thing that could sustain him and keep him alive, and put a desperate halt to his depravity. 
Jane froze. There was a moment, a beat that her heart skipped, and within that fraction of a second two paths stretched out before her, both as frightening as the other. 
His eyes seemed more grey and more familiar now than they ever had before. 
And as she answered, her voice shaking, unable to believe what was coming out of her mouth, the nightmare crumbled down around them, shattering into a thousand tiny pieces on the floor, and the two of them woke at exactly the same time into a new world. 
On the roof, those fighting reached the very last reserves of their strength, each one of them wounded and weary and losing hope. 
But in the sky, as their hearts urged them forward, there came a change. Suddenly the two moons, Lindel and Jael, one blue, one red, came into view, lighting up the world as only they could with a joyous purple glow. 
And all at once there were no longer any shadows in the sky, no longer anything blocking the moons in the open, naked darkness of that night. 
A great cry went up from the people on top of the palace, a cheer of triumph and joy and relief, because finally they knew that they might sleep in peace. 
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