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      Charlotte McConaghy began writing  Arrival, the first book in ‘The Strangers of Paragor’ series, when she was fourteen. She set out to write the sort of book she wanted to read—an exciting, romantic epic adventure. Charlotte needs to put pen to paper every day, or she would go a bit mad.
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      Prologue

      
         “There will come a time when greatness is needed. Strength, passion—goodness. For in the land of Paragor an oppressor travels closer. Six is the sacred number, and it is only by looking beyond ourselves that we will find salvation, and only through love that we will defeat the darkness that threatens to consume us forever. 
      

      
         “It is too easy to give in to sorrow—too easy to make a friend of pain. But sometimes this can only be learnt through those who can see us with all our beauty, and all our sorrow. Who can see us in all our splendour, and all our putrescence.” 
      

      —Words of The Great One

      His job had been simple. An angelic being can make itself invisible to the eyes of mortals. It should have been easy. 

      But now, because of his folly, he could feel the icy wind biting at his skin as he struggled to fly. The two perfectly aimed arrows protruding from his back were doing their job too well. His wings were sticky with his silver blood and were not moving properly through the air. He winced as another arrow found its mark. A burst of strength took him out of range and up into the clouds. 

      Finally he made it out of the atmosphere and arrived on the landing strip of the fiery star. Normally he would have stopped to speak with the guard, but he barely had the strength to utter a word. Others were brought to his aid, but he was so adamant about his destination that they gave up trying to tend his wounds and directed him into the fortress. 

      He stumbled on, down countless hallways and through countless doors, until he reached the door he was looking for. The two guards at the door ruffled their wings in surprise. They could tell he was using all his strength just to stand there, but still they held out their spears in warning. This was not just any door. 

      “I must enter,” he said as his legs gave out. The guards knelt to check him and in doing so, he was recognised. 

      “You are the angel who was sent to spy, are you not?” one of them asked sharply. They lifted him up and prepared to take him in, but a loud voice called for them to halt. 

      The guards turned to see one of the Gods—a sight that was almost painful in its potency. It was Odin, God of War—his hair and eyes aflame as he approached them with an air of arrogance. 

      “Who gave this lower order angel permission to enter the sacred council?” Odin asked. 

      “He is the spy, my lord, and we thought that in his condition he really could do no harm ... surely the council would want to speak to him?” The guard’s voice trailed off at the ice in Odin’s stare. 

      “Leave him with me. You are dismissed.” 

      After the guards hurried off, the God dropped the angel roughly on the floor. A groan of pain escaped the angel’s lips, and then “Please ... I have ... I have a very important message...” But he was silenced as the God willed it. “Oh I’m sure you do,” Odin said softly. “But there is no proof of your intentions. How do I know you are not part of an assassination attempt?” 

      “There is no time for this ... I must tell them ... your existence could depend on it,” the angel spoke again, a note of frustration entering his voice. 

      Odin’s eyes flashed coldly. “Not my existence. But theirs, maybe,” he whispered, nodding towards the door. 

      Before the angel had a chance to realise the implications of Odin’s words, the door opened, blinding them both with bright golden light. Without a word, the angel was lifted effortlessly and gently off the floor and into the room, where the door closed behind him. 

      If he had been in any state to look around, he would have seen a beautiful room. It was circular, the walls made entirely of glass, that looked out onto an endless field of whiteness dotted with red fires—the surface of the evening-star, Elendial. A long white table ran around the room. Seated behind it were figures peering intently at him. Power of a different kind emanated from each one, and the angel could feel the overwhelming presence of them all. With his last breath he whispered, “They are coming.” At that precise moment the atoms of his body were scattered into the air, and a lower order angel who had had the power to save the one remaining true star died, leaving the Gods with the dilemma of eternity. 

      

    

  
    
      Part 1

      The Crossing

      
         The young woman urged her horse faster as she galloped through the hills. They were gaining on her. She could not be caught, for it would mean her life and those of her allies. She was strong, but she had no illusions as to the power of the torturers if they decided to question her.
      

      
         The wind swept back her blonde hair and threatened to slow her down, but she pushed on and regained the ground lost to her pursuers. Coming to a fork in the road, she slowed. And then, remembering Altor’s words, plunged down the smaller path which would lead her into thick forest and to the dock of Lapis Matyr. Altor’s country, where she was forbidden to be. 
      

      
         “Are you crazy?” she had asked Altor when he had advised her which path to take. 
      

      
         “They won’t find you if you go that way—it’s too crowded. Once there, stay inconspicuous until sunset, and I’ll meet you on the dock. Trust me, Liessen.” 
      

      
         Galloping down the narrow path, branches scraped at her legs and face. 
      

      
         She slowed her horse to check if she had lost her attackers. A mistake, it turned out. An arrow skimmed her arm and drew blood. She gasped with pain and surprise both, then kicked her horse into a faster gallop. 
      

      
         Looking over her shoulder, she judged there to be about five men. She could probably manage that many, unless there was an El~ariah amongst them. 
      

      
         “Never fight an El~ariah,” Altor had said, “for you cannot win.” 
      

      
         She had not needed his warning, for even Frescanians knew to run from the El~ariah. Mere mortals could not hope to beat the forgotten army. She would just have to trust that they would not catch her. 
      

      
         She was a good rider. So good, in fact, that she had won the Frescana country race three years in a row and was the envy of all the young boys. She was only seventeen after all. Seventeen-year-old girls were not supposed to win the national race. They didn’t know she was an Amazonian, of course. Amazonians were banned from competition. 
      

      
         She did not mean to stop—she had not been planning it. 
      

      
         But suddenly there was a sharp slice of pain in her arm, and she looked down in alarm to see an arrow protruding from it. Reigning her horse to a sudden halt, she looked down at the wound. Clenching her teeth against the pain, she wrenched the shaft of the arrow out of her flesh and threw it angrily to the ground, ignoring the blood that oozed from her wound. Her eyes, now alight with something new, flashed to her pursuers. 
      

      
         It was out of her control now. Princess Liessen of Frescana, Amazonian warrior, was not going to let these pitiful men shoot her and get away with it. It was the curse of her blood—that damned pride. 
      

      
         Her eyes never left her foes. No one was going to put an arrow in her arm and get away with it, El~ariah or not. 
      

      
         The five soldiers approached warily, then after a moment, charged her. Liessen dispatched one with her sword and dodged the other four, briefly registering the shadowy figure waiting to the side of the fray. 
      

      
         The soldiers returned for another charge, and she reined her horse hard to the left. Liessen’s sword caught one across the chest, then swung and sliced another in the neck. Both fell to the ground. 
      

      
         The remaining two dismounted and Liessen did the same. She dropped her sword and undid the tie that bound her pole to the saddle. 
      

      
         It took little time to kill the two soldiers, for the Amazonians were, perhaps, the best trained of all warriors. She took no pleasure in it, but being who she was, Liessen was no stranger to the realities of survival. 
      

      
         The princess turned from the bodies to look towards the dark man, a few metres from her. 
      

      
         Never fight an El~ariah. 
      

      
         She walked forward to meet him but he didn’t move. It was not until her first blow that he reacted with a swiftness that was frightening. Suddenly he was behind her. Yet still he did not attack. Liessen spun around to throw more blows, but still he evaded them easily. Why was he toying with her? 
      

      
         She knew that if he wanted it, she would be dead. So why did he play with her like this, and make her feel like a fool? 
      

      
         “What are you doing?” she asked angrily. 
      

      
         He stopped and peered at her. His skin was very dark, as were his eyes. His teeth gleamed, but he didn’t reply. 
      

      
         “Why won’t you fight me?” she yelled. 
      

      
         “I only fight when ordered,” he murmured. 
      

      
         Liessen’s eyes narrowed. “Why were you not ordered to kill me?” 
      

      
         “I take orders from a different man to them,” he said, pointing to the five dead soldiers. 
      

      
         “From whom do you take orders?” she asked. 
      

      
         “A man who wants you alive, evidently.” 
      

      
         “Altor?” she asked, but he did not reply. 
      

      
         He shook his head when she asked him again. 
      

      
         “Will you let me leave?” she asked and he tilted his head, something ancient and weary in his eyes. 
      

      
         Liessen remounted and gave him a last look as she rode on to the dock. She galloped to the markets that surrounded the dock, leapt off her horse, let it free and joined the throng of people. 
      

      
         Sunset was a long time away. Her arm hurt, and her exhausted body ached for something to sustain it. There were stalls full of food, but she had no coin with which to buy anything. She came across a fruit merchant, so busy he couldn’t possibly watch every corner of his stall. Liessen moved closer and reached quickly for an apple, but froze when a hand reached down to clamp around her wrist. She looked up and saw a grubby, middle-aged man leering down at her—the stall owner. 
      

      
         “Filthy jungle wretch! I will teach you to steal from me.” And as he snarled, he drew a large curved knife from a sash around his waist and raised it high above his head. Liessen’s heart clenched in horror—how could she have been so foolish? And more to the point—how had he managed to recognise her? But just as he was about to cleave through her arm, there was a hiss and a thunk, and an arrow pierced the stall holder’s hand, making him drop the knife with a scream. 
      

      
         Liessen didn’t stop to see who had come to her aid, but used the time to run into a smaller alleyway. The commotion caused by the shrieking man had attracted the king’s guards. 
      

      
         Liessen turned into an even smaller alleyway, and hoped that it would not bring her to a dead end. As she turned a corner, a hand snaked out and covered her mouth, stifling her scream. Without thinking, she dug her elbow into the stomach behind her. 
      

      
         Turning around, she realised that she had made a terrible mistake. Altor was doubled over and breathing hard. 
      

      
         “Altor, you fool! You’re early!” she gasped. 
      

      
         “Trying to save you!” he wheezed. “But I guess I should know by now not to bother. I will not breathe comfortably for a week!” 
      

      
         “It is your own fault. You know not to sneak up behind me.” But she was interrupted by his kiss. 
      

      
         “Do not do that while I am talking,” she mumbled, wiping her lips pointedly. 
      

      
         Altor straightened and they looked at each other. He, with his celebrated blue eyes, and she with her heartbreakingly dark ones, so strange for her kind. 
      

      
         His hand skimmed her arm and came away bloody. “You’re hurt.” 
      

      
         “It’s nothing. Come on, we have to move or they’ll find us.” 
      

      
         They ran down the dark street, staying within the shadows. She followed him to the side of a building and up a thin ladder to the roof of the storehouse. They would be safe up there, he said. The building itself was empty. They had a good view of the stalls from the roof, so they spent the rest of the afternoon watching the hustle below. 
      

      
         At dusk the wharf cleared of people and it was safe for them to leave their perch. 
      

      
         They walked to the end of the pier, not touching, and sat with their legs hanging over the water. 
      

      
         Uns Lapodis was nearly three days sail ahead of them. Frescana was further west. Liessen would be headed there in the morning. Home. 
      

      
         She had to go back—she had duties to attend to and a land to take charge of. A part of her was overjoyed at the thought of seeing her family again. Another part of her died a little each time she parted from Prince Altor. She didn’t know how long they would be apart this time. A tear slid down her cheek. 
      

      
         Liessen tried to hide it but Altor saw, and was shocked, for he had never seen her cry. 
      

      
         “Liessen, do not do that!” he said, alarmed. “You will be back in no time, I promise. When I’m king, I will change the law, and we will marry. I won’t let them tear us apart again. This is the last time. I will make it so.” His voice was so full of passion that she had to smile. 
      

      
         He was still so young. Too young to be king—she could see it in his eyes. He was not ready to be corrupted. 
      

      
         “Don’t try to bring it about too soon, Al. You need to live. Do not worry about me—I will be fine.” 
      

      
         He smiled, and then his expression changed and he looked worried. 
      

      
         “Liessen, you are wonderful. You do know that, don’t you? You do know how much I need you?” 
      

      
         Looking deep into his eyes, and unable to speak, she nodded. 
      

      
         She sailed away in the morning. Away to a home that had become so distant to her heart that it did not feel like a home to her anymore. She did not know that she would be sailing back to that land with the seed of a child inside of her, one that would, in the end, be far more than her elite society could ever have expected. 
      

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 1

      “Hurry up!” Harry called. 

      Mia rolled her eyes and playfully shoved Jack so that he stumbled and fell back down the hill. 

      “Bully,” yelled Jack. “I think you’ve broken my leg.” 

      Anna laughed and shrugged off her jacket, passing it to Luca who shoved it into their pack. 

      “You slow down!” Jane yelled back at Harry, but he only powered ahead up the grassy cliff-side. 

      It was a hot day. The six friends shielded their eyes against the sun as they climbed. Their destination was the top of the headland and the reward for their effort would be a picnic and a great view of the ocean below. 

      If they ever made it to the top. 

      Jack had caught up to the group and was planning retaliation for the shove that had sent him skidding back to the bottom. His girlfriend, Mia, raced ahead, keen to keep out of his way. 

      Jane glanced sideways at Luca and grinned at his exasperated expression. They stopped and waited for Anna, who had lagged behind a bit. 

      “A bit unfit are we, An?” Luca said with a smile. 

      Anna flushed and walked a bit faster. “Not all of us are as neurotic as that one,” she stated, gesturing to Harry who was almost at the top already. “What do you think, anyway? Has he finally lost it? Gone nuts? Are we going to have to commit him?” 

      Jane smiled and shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe he’s not mad. Maybe he’s right.” 

      “Are you serious?” Jack asked, having given up on catching Mia. “He’s talking about a magic portal. And you think he might be right!” 

      “Well, why did you come if you think it’s so stupid?” 

      “What, and miss out on all this food! And since when have we ever done anything separately? Of course I’m going to come. Doesn’t mean I won’t complain the whole time I’m here.” 

      “Well do us a favour and give our ears a rest,” said Jane. 

      Luca grinned and moved his guitar into a more comfortable position over his shoulder, then rearranged the backpack to balance the load. 

      Jack just shrugged and dived on top of Luca, wrestling the boy to the ground. 

      “Hey, watch the guitar, you idiot!” Luca complained. 

      Anna looked over at Jane. “You believe Harry, don’t you?” 

      Jane shrugged. The summer holidays had just begun, and the six friends were more than happy to be out of school for a few months. Climbing a steep cliff in the middle of a hot summer’s day had seemed like a good idea last night. But they were only halfway up the hill and Jane was already wishing they’d just gone swimming instead. 

      Anna was slowing down again and once more they waited for her to catch up. 

      “Back on the subject of exactly what we’re doing here,” she said gasping for breath, “am I correct in saying that we’re going through this hell because of a dream?” 

      “I guess,” Jane pondered. “We’ve all had the same dream, haven’t we?” 

      “Many times,” Luca offered softly. 

      “Coincidence,” Mia called back to them. 

      Mia had missed Jack stealthily creeping up behind her. He lunged at his girlfriend and pinned her to the ground, her arms above her head. He began to tickle her mercilessly, laughing an evil laugh. Mia screamed and struggled. 

      “Luca, help!” she yelled. 

      Luca just laughed and walked on, leaving the pair struggling on the grass. 

      “So how did you get past your mum today, An?” Jane asked. 

      Anna’s face was red with the effort of climbing in the sun. She shrugged. “I snuck out.” 

      “Ooh, a rebel in our midst,” Mia panted as she struggled to her feet. 

      “Your mum won’t let you do anything lately,” Jane said. “Honestly, what’s the problem with going to the beach in the middle of the holidays?” 

      Anna frowned. 

      “Why is she suddenly so protective?” Luca asked. “She never used to be.” 

      “I don’t know, just drop it okay. I’m here now,” said Anna. 

      Jane and Mia exchanged a look of concern. 

      “Hey, is everyone going to the party on Saturday?” Mia asked brightly. 

      Jack grinned dangerously. “I’m definitely going.” 

      “What have you got planned this time?” Luca sighed. 

      “Let’s just say the birthday girl won’t forget this birthday.” 

      Mia slapped him a high-five, and the others decided they didn’t want to know what the pair were planning after all. 

      “So what do we do if Harry’s right?” Anna asked. “About the portal, I mean.” 

      “Guess we miss out on the party,” said Jack with a straight face. “Come on, Anna. Harry’s lost his marbles. Too much pressure from the olds. Or maybe the summer sun’s making him loco.” 

      “But if he is right ... do we go through? There could be anything on the other side,” Anna continued. 

      Jane shrugged. “I am curious. What’s the worst that could happen?” 

      “That’s a rather reckless response from you, Miss Responsible,” said Luca. 

      “Well, if it’s scary we can just come straight back through,” she reasoned. 

      “Oh for God’s sake,” Mia sighed. “You’re all losing it.” 

      “No harm in fantasising,” said Jane. 

      “That’s exactly what Harry’s been thinking his entire life and look where it’s led him. We all know how much of a space cadet he is,” Jack murmured. 

      “I love that Harry’s a dreamer,” Jane argued. 

      Luca agreed with her, as much out of loyalty to Harry as to anything else. 

      “You know I can hear you all!” Harry shouted back at them. “Sound travels up, apparently.” 

      They exchanged guilty looks. 

      “Sorry, man,” Luca called out. 

      “You’ll be sorry when you see how right I am!” 

      “Trust me, I’ll be more than sorry if this head-case turns out to be right,” Jack muttered. 

      “Oh, shut up, Jack,” Anna snapped. 

      “You all right?” Luca asked Anna. Her face was still flushed, even more so than before, and she was usually not so short with people. 

      “I’m fine,” she snapped. “I just need some water.” 

      Luca paused and dropped the pack, passing her the bottle. The group took the chance to have a breather and a mouthful of water. 

      “Don’t stop now! We’re nearly there!” Harry yelled. 

      “Hitler up there needs to relax,” Jack mumbled. 

      Jane couldn’t help but laugh. She ran a hand through her hair and looked around at her friends, all so different, but after such a long time together, so similar. 

      Luca waited patiently for everyone to finish drinking so he could repack the backpack. His olive complexion looked right at home under the bright sun. 

      Anna’s blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail, making her thin frame appear taught and tired, her face drawn. When exactly had she got so thin? Jane made a mental note to check that her friend was okay when they got home. 

      Jack and Mia were passing the water between themselves and Jane smiled at the way they read each other so well. Mia’s bright red hair was drenched with sweat and plastered to her face. Jack reached out and gently brushed it back for her, a gesture of softness he would never have made had he known someone was watching him. His thin frame and brown hair made him look a little odd next to his attractive girlfriend. 

      “Here, pretty girl,” Jack said, turning to Jane and passing her the water bottle. 

      Jane smiled and took it, gulping thirstily. 

      “I told you!” they heard from above them and they all looked up to see Harry waving wildly for them to hurry up. He’d reached the top. 

      “Yep, he’s finally snapped,” Jack muttered. 

      Mia reached Harry first and, standing a safe distance from the edge, peered over the cliff and into the water below. “What on earth are you talking about—?” she began. Then something caught her eye. 

      The others arrived at the top of the cliff, puffing and sweating under the hot sun. They crowded around and gazed over the edge. 

      “What are we looking at?” Anna asked. 

      “There!” Harry snapped, pointing. 

      And then they all saw it. A shimmer of light, glistening in the air above the ocean, moving gently as if with the wind. 

      “What is that?” Jack asked. 

      “It’s exactly what I said it was,” Harry said, a smile on his lips. 

      They looked at him. “How do you know it’s a portal?” Mia asked. “Are you sure it isn’t just a trick of the sun in the hot air—that happens you know.” 

      “Look at it,” he said simply, “and tell me if you think it’s a trick of the sun.” 

      They could almost see colours and shapes within the glimmer of light. 

      “I’ve been researching it,” said Harry. “All through history there have been reports of things like this. Scientists and philosophers say if such a thing ever did exist, it might be a crack in the space/time continuum. 

      “Speak English,” growled Jack. 

      “Does that mean we could go back and forward in time?” Anna asked. 

      “I don’t know. It could be that, or it could be a crack between alternate realities. I think that’s what our dream has been telling us.” 

      They looked at the shimmering haze. 

      “So what do we do?” Mia said. 

      “We take a photo and head back down for a swim,” Jack said cheerfully. 

      “I think we should go through,” Jane said. 

      The crashing waves echoed around them. 

      “You’re kidding, right?” Jack said. “Go through that thing? How are we supposed to do that?” 

      “Jump,” Luca offered. 

      “What? We’d die! Look at the rocks below!” 

      “But we won’t fall into the ocean—we’ll fall through the portal,” Harry argued. 

      “You’ve all gone completely nuts.” Jack shook his head. 

      “Stop it, Jack,” Jane said. “Just be quiet for a minute. Let’s think about this logically. If there isn’t anything there, or if it’s just not something that we can physically enter, then it would be a long way to fall. But I think we’d be okay.” 

      “I don’t know if I want to risk something like that,” Mia said. 

      “No, I think Jane’s right,” Luca said thoughtfully as he peered over at the drop. “If we jumped right out we’d miss the rocks. We’d have to jump when the waves have just crashed against the cliff though, so we’d be carried out and not smashed back against the rocks. Then if we swam out a bit further and followed the cliff around to the safe bit of surf we could easily make it back to the beach.” 

      “You might be able to do that!” Anna exclaimed. “But I highly doubt that I could!” 

      “You’d be fine,” he assured her. “I’ll jump with you, if you like.” 

      The six of them gazed down, contemplating the risks. Curiosity had always been the seventh member of their gang, and it had gotten them in trouble before. It seemed that common sense was about to be overridden again. 

      There was something about that cliff, and the ocean, and the space in-between, that called to them. The jaunty air of friends on a picnic was now charged with an electrifying edge. Something shifted, something about the way they looked down at that drop. A subtle change, but there nonetheless. 

      “We’re going to do it, aren’t we?” Jack breathed, a hint of awe in his voice. 

      “Jump,” Harry whispered. 

      Harry didn’t know how long the portal would be open, but in that moment, he didn’t really care. There was a force that he couldn’t name or recognise pulling him towards the edge of that cliff. It pulled them all. 

      And so they jumped, one after the other. They each fell through, in a leap of pure faith, into the world of Paragor. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 2

      One of the first things Jane noticed when she woke was the heat. Her skin was filmed in sweat and her hair felt oily. Jane heard a soft sound. Whistling. 

      Just an idle tune, but it was familiar, and she didn’t know why. 

      The whistler came closer and then a hand was on her forehead, brushing back her hair. Her eyes snapped open and she saw that it was a man. He pulled his hand away apologetically, but the sight of him made the breath catch in her throat. Something shifted inside of her—a very distant recognition. 

      He was the strangest human being she had ever laid eyes on. And, as a later, less welcome thought, the most beautiful because of it. He had intense, pale grey eyes and she was startled by the depths in them. 

      His dark, curly hair looked scruffy as though it had never been brushed. He had the beginnings of a beard from what she suspected was a pure neglect for physical appearance, and he had an overall roguish look because of it. She could not say what it was that was strange about him, but it was there. He was not like anyone she had ever seen. 

      A beautiful black mare stood behind him. 

      “Are you hurt?” he asked, and when she didn’t answer, he repeated the question. 

      “What? Oh ... no, I’m fine.” 

      In fact, Jane had a lump on the back of her head that was giving her a headache. She looked around and took in the rocky cliffs and the wide expanse of red sky which told her it was daybreak, and far below her was the gushing water. She was on a high ledge about a third of the way up a cliff face. She had no idea how she had come to be there, or where it was, and she suddenly felt frighteningly disoriented. 

      Slowly, realisation dawned on her. She gasped, covering her mouth in shock. “It worked!” 

      The man frowned at her. 

      “Where are the others?” she asked, looking around frantically for her friends. He shook his head. 

      “Where am I?” 

      He smiled a little. “You are, right now, halfway up the Cliffs of Amara, lady.” 

      This didn’t help much to ease her confusion. 

      “What is your name?” he asked. 

      “Jane. My name is Jane,” she said. “I’m not from here.” 

      “That much I know. No one lives here—it is too far from Sitadel. May I ask how you got here? We are a long way up. Did you have a serving man bring you?” 

      “A serving man?” 

      He looked her up and down and smiled slowly. “Surely you did not climb up here all on your own.” 

      She looked at him a moment. Was he mocking her? Jane frowned. “Did you climb here by yourself?” she asked. 

      “Of course.” 

      “Then why couldn’t I?” 

      Her question amused him, she could see. “Because, Jane, you are on the highest cliff in Paragor,” he said with a laugh. “And you are...” he gestured at her. 

      “A girl?” she asked. 

      “Yes. You are a girl,” he replied, eyebrows raised. 

      “And that means I can’t climb?” she asked. 

      “No.” He shrugged. “You are quick to judge, Jane. I know plenty of girls who would be quite capable of climbing this mountain. I would fathom a guess, however, that you have done little in the way of climbing in your short life.” 

      Jane stared at him, lost for words. Why was he being so rude? She folded her arms and glared at him. “Sure I’m small, but maybe you shouldn’t judge people by their appearances. You might be surprised.” 

      He smiled slowly, seemingly amused. “I daresay you are correct, Jane. But to the matter at hand, may I ask how you did get up here? Did you climb?” 

      “No...” she murmured, feeling the colour come to her cheeks. His smile widened a little. “But I could have. I ... I don’t really know how I got here. I think I fell through a portal. When I said I wasn’t from here, I meant that I’m not from here.” Jane couldn’t stop the shaky laugh that escaped her lips—it sounded ridiculous. 

      Jane expected him to laugh along with her, but instead his eyes widened and he nodded. 

      “You are a Stranger,” he said, as if this settled everything, his grin wide. “That explains your clothing.” 

      “I’m not really sure what I’m doing here. There was a portal ... I can’t believe it actually worked! I thought we would fall straight through into the sea...” 

      “Where?” he asked sharply, his smile vanishing. 

      “Where what?” 

      “Where is the portal?” 

      She frowned at the sudden change in his tone. Craning her neck she looked above and around them. “Well, I assume it must be somewhere around here. This is where I woke up.” Jane wondered how she would ever get home. 

      The man stood up and looked around for while, trying to spot something in the air, but eventually sighed and shook his head. 

      “Alas, no portal,” he told her, smiling again. Why did he smile so much? Jane found it unnerving. Was it arrogance? He certainly seemed to be very amused by her. 

      Suddenly she realised just how much danger she could be in. She was alone on a cliff with a strange man. She pulled away from him and struggled to get up, but the blinding pain in her head sent her falling straight back down into his arms. As he caught her, she saw his ears under his hair. They had a pointed tip. 

      “Are you well?” he asked, all trace of amusement gone. “I’m not going to hurt you. I could take you to my home and make sure you weren’t harmed by the crossing?” 

      Jane pushed him away and stared at him, breathing hard. “Your home? I don’t know who you are!” 

      The man smiled gently. “It’s all right,” he told her. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m just a traveller who happened upon a beautiful girl and wishes to do his duty. Strangers in Paragor are welcome. I would consider it a great honour if you’d let me help you. You must have a thousand questions about where you are.” 

      Jane was breathing hard. She looked at the steep dirt track on either side of her. They were completely alone. What choice did she have? If she was going to find her friends, there was no doubt she needed help. 

      “What’s your name?” she asked. 

      He grinned and gave a small bow. “Fern, lady. My name is Fern.” 

      Jane met his gaze and very slowly she nodded. 

      “Good girl,” Fern grinned and helped her up. 

      They descended the cliff slowly. She had refused to sit on the horse like a lame person, when she was just as capable of walking as he was. 

      ***


      Fern didn’t regret taking the Stranger with him. He couldn’t have left her on the cliff to die, but he was becoming annoyed at her pride. She wouldn’t sit on the horse, and she insisted on helping with the campsite even though she had a lump the size of a fist on the back of her head which she thought he didn’t know about. 

      “It’s going to get dark soon,” he told her. “We’ll need to make a fire.” 

      “We’re going to sleep out here? Isn’t there a hotel somewhere around here?” 

      Fern stared at her. “We’re halfway up a mountain.” 

      Jane rolled her eyes. “Okay fine. Do you have a tent?” 

      He shook his head. “I like to sleep under the stars.” Quickly he laid out his cloak for her to sit on, and started gathering kindling for a fire. Then, he pulled from his pack what little food he had and handed it to her. There was bread, cheese, an apple, and a flask of dark red wine. 

      “Aren’t you having any?” she asked. 

      He smiled and shook his head. “I’m not hungry. Go ahead.” 

      Jane looked at him a moment. Then she broke off half the bread and handed it to him. Fern shrugged, took it and chewed hungrily. 

      “We have been searching for this portal for a long time,” he explained. “The Strangers that came before were not able to tell us its location. Are you alone?” 

      “I’m not sure. Some of my friends tried to come across, but I don’t know if they made it. We found it by accident.” 

      Fern looked sideways at Jane. Put simply, she was beautiful. On awakening, her big brown eyes had looked up at him in shock, taking his breath away, and he was not a man who was easily shocked. He had known his fair share of beauty. What he had really wanted to know, was why in the gods’ names he had never met her before. 

      Now he wondered if all the girls from her world were as beautiful as she. She was looking at him defiantly. He smiled broadly, amused by the ferocity of her, and the fact that she seemed to think there was some kind of competition between them. She just looked away in distaste. 

      No, he decided. No matter how beautiful she was, there would be no chance of him ever liking her if she was going to be so rude. 

      ***


      Darkness could not have come soon enough for Jane. She was exhausted—they had been walking all day. She didn’t want him to know this though. She despised the way Fern thought so little of her because she was a girl, and she was determined to keep up with him. 

      After they’d finished eating, they sat on either side of the fire. 

      Jane had so many questions racing around in her head, but she had no idea where to start. “Your horse is beautiful,” she said into the silence. 

      Fern smiled. “This is Nuitdor, my beloved.” He gave his horse a loving pat. “Nuitdor means ‘Golden Knight’.” 

      “But she’s black,” Jane said. 

      He shrugged. “She has always seemed bright to me.” After a moment Fern clapped his hands once. “All right, Jane. We need to sort out a plan. Is there anything you wish to do here in Paragor, besides heal that lump on your head?” 

      Paragor, he kept calling it. So that was the world she had crossed to. 

      She blinked and opened her mouth only to shut it again with a snap. “Well I ... I’m not...” Jane sighed and shook her head. “I don’t know. We just jumped off the cliff. Now I’m here, I can’t find my friends, and I don’t know how I’ll find my way back...” 

      He nodded. “You must be frightened.” 

      Quickly she shook her head, her jaw clenched. “No. Of course I’m not. It’s just...” 

      He smiled. “You are safe with me.” 

      She stared at him, and after a moment he looked up and their eyes met. “Better get some sleep,” he said. 

      They slept with their backs to the fire and, even though Fern had given Jane his cloak, she was very cold. She could see him shivering. Eventually, thinking of his words, and the kindness in them, Jane crept over to him and pulled the cloak over them both, lying down next to him, not quite touching but close enough that they were both much warmer. She could feel him tense, and he stayed that way for the rest of the night. 

      She didn’t sleep either. Lying under foreign stars, in a world that was not hers, with a man she did not know, it was hard to ignore the feeling that she had walked into something so much bigger than anything she had ever known. 

      ***


      Satine crept along the dark, empty halls, her bare feet making no noise on the stone floor. 

      She was quick and careful not to make a sound; she even tried to slow her breathing—she could not be caught—it would be too suspicious if she were found creeping around in the dead of night. They were already watching her closely. 

      Leostrial had heard rumours that she was a spy, but he had believed none of them. She loathed him more than anyone in the entire world. The anger was like a knife inside her, and easier to bear than anything else. 

      She knew what a terrible thing she was committing, pretending to befriend him. She also knew how much it would horrify her mother to find out what she was doing. 

      Queen Liessen had no love for her second husband, and feared getting close to him. She had forbidden Satine to have anything to do with him. Satine knew that if her mother ever found out she was trying to get close to Leostrial in order to spy on him, Liessen would be terrified. The queen was weak and had never stood up to Leostrial. Satine was ashamed of her mother for it. 

      The shame festered inside her until she could no longer look at Liessen. Satine was a young woman with such a deep sense of honour that it physically hurt her to see the way her mother acted—subservient to this conqueror whom she hated. Satine did what she did because it was her way of fighting for her father. She had loved him. 

      For this was at the heart of it. This dark, powerful warlord from the seas had taken control of the country and killed her father. Snuffed out the life of the most wonderful man in the world, and then married his widow. This was the knife in her heart. 

      So she had befriended him, had spent countless hours talking with him, had helped him in his endeavours to rule her country. She had gone against everything she knew to be right, but now Leostrial trusted Satine completely. It was what she needed, for it allowed her to do her job. 

      And perhaps the most important thing in all of this was that when Satine looked at Leostrial, this conqueror from the sea, there was something else in his eyes. Something more than just hate and malice. Something for her, burning inside of him, given light only through those eyes she had grown to know. And how, how can someone committed to her very last breath to the act she had set herself upon so many years ago, deal with this thing? How can it be understood, when he had killed her father? 

      The years had passed and she knew him well by this seventh year. Satine had found, much to her confusion, that he was not the man she had first thought he was. 

      But the knife was still in her heart, and it always would be. She was set upon a path—one that was unchangeable. 

      Other thoughts were dangerous and foolish for so many reasons, not least of which the fact that Satine loved another. The thought of him was enough to cause her heart to beat wildly, for theirs was a young love, a first love, full of passion that still burned though she had not seen him for seven years—since the change. 

      There, too, was a pain she hated to think on, but could not stop herself. She had been twenty years old when she fell pregnant. Just at the ripe age to be married. A few months later Leostrial had sailed to her country and taken over, forcing the father of her child to flee for help, never knowing he had a son. Satine’s mother had sent her away to have the baby, and then put him up for adoption—it wasn’t fitting for a princess to bear a child when she was unmarried. Satine hadn’t seen her son since. He would be seven years old by now, she thought with an ache in her chest. 

      But all of that was just too far away now. Too distant. It had to be. Satine stopped and took a deep breath, willing herself to concentrate on the task at hand. 

      The palace that stood in the city of Burmia, the capital of Lapis Matyr, was full of winding corridors and stairwells, in which it was easy to get lost. 

      Satine came to an iron door with a heavy padlock. She took two pins from her hair and threaded them into the lock. There came a soft click and, as the padlock fell, her hand whipped out to catch it before it hit the ground. She slipped quietly into the king’s dressing room. 

      On either side of her was a door. The one to her left led into the king’s bedchamber. The door to her right led to the king’s study. 

      She slipped through it and walked to the desk. Satine had only been in here alone once since Leostrial had come from over the sea, and then she hadn’t had enough time to find what she was looking for. In fact, she didn’t really know what she was looking for—that was half the problem. She needed something to prove what Leostrial was planning, to show he was up to something. She had her suspicions, but nothing to send to Gaddemar, and without proof, or even a stray word to report, Gaddemar could not, or would not do anything. 

      Piled on the table were many scrolls She couldn’t take them all or Leostrial would notice, and she didn’t have time to read them, so Satine left them and looked at the other parchments lying on the table. Most were maps, showing all the lands around them. 

      Then something caught her eye—a scroll with a red ribbon tied around it. She opened it, and found two parchment maps inside, places she had never seen before. One of them showed the plan of a huge structure and the other seemed to be of its surroundings. There were strange markings on the latter. She decided that these were worth taking, though Leostrial would know they were gone. 

      Leostrial stirred in his chamber and Satine held her breath, willing him to remain asleep. 

      She crept out of the study, into the hallway, ran back to her room and closed the door behind her, slumping into a chair with relief. Lighting the lamp next to her, she went to stand, when suddenly, impossibly she felt a hand on her shoulder. 

      Satine gasped and dropped the lamp, plunging the room into darkness. But she moved quickly, and grabbing the hand, she turned and landed a heavy punch into the intruder’s nose. 

      The intruder fell to the floor with a cry and looked up. It was a boy. Satine saw that he was unarmed, and quite scrawny. His nose was bleeding and he didn’t make a move to stand. 

      Satine stared at him a moment before gathering herself and asking, “Who are you, and what is your business in my room at night?” 

      The boy’s eyes widened in shock and he stuttered, “I’m sorry I frightened you, but I’m not here to hurt you. My name is Harry.” 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 3

      On that same grey morning when Satine was sneaking about in the cold castle, and Jane awoke on the side of a cliff, Luca opened his eyes to find himself in a stone room lit with lamps. There was a dressing table against one wall, a canopied four-poster bed and a washing basin on another. He knew at once that they had made it through the portal—nowhere in his world looked like this. He must have blacked out when they landed. 

      He rolled his head slowly to one side, looking for the others, and saw a crumpled figure lying on the floor next to him. It was Anna. Luca scrambled over, and saw that her leg was bent at an awkward angle. “Anna!” he shouted. He shook her, and realised that she wasn’t breathing. He looked around for help, but the room was empty. He had no idea what to do, and wished desperately that someone were here—someone who might have the faintest idea of how to treat a broken leg. He decided to give Anna mouth-to-mouth like he’d seen on television, thinking that if he didn’t do something, she would die. 

      “Five, six, seven, eight...” he counted, pumping on her chest, then he blew into her mouth. Anna gave a deep rasping breath and convulsed, but soon she relaxed and started to breathe normally. Luca lifted her, being careful of her leg, and carried her out of the room into a hallway. 

      The room they emerged from was at the end of a passageway. Luca walked quickly past several other closed doors. It was pitch black. His voice rang out, “Hello! Is anybody there?” As he shouted down the silent corridor, doors swung open and people flooded out to surround him. They made no move to help, but only stood in silence, rubbing their eyes sleepily and trying to work out what was going on. 

      Luca heard a deep voice cry out, “What is going on here? What’s all the commotion?” The crowd parted to reveal a tall man. 

      “Who are you? And what are you doing disrupting my palace in the middle of the night?” The man was enormous. He had a huge chest like a beer barrel, and arms like tree trunks. Draped over his shoulders was an animal fur that looked so heavy it would crush anyone not built like a gladiator, and his chin was covered in a shaggy beard that matched his mane of hair. 

      Luca didn’t know what to say and decided it would be a lot easier to just tell the truth. 

      “We’re not from here ... my friends and I found a portal and we came through, but we were separated. I woke up to find Anna like this, and I don’t know what’s wrong with her. I need your help.” 

      They could not know how the frantic words were so uncharacteristic for him, but they could all see, quite clearly that he was in definite trouble. 

      The man frowned for a moment, and Luca’s heart sank, but then he motioned to a door and said, “Take her in there.” 

      Luca set Anna down on a bed in a room identical to the one he had woken in and stood back hesitantly. He ran a hand through his hair in agitation. 

      The large man asked a small servant boy to run and fetch a Healer. Once the boy had left, the man turned to Luca and said, “I am High King Gaddemar of Uns Lapodis, and you are in the high city of Amalia.” 

      “Thanks...” Luca stared at the man. High King? His hands clenched and unclenched of their own accord. He could feel himself start to sweat. 

      The door opened and a man dressed in a strange shimmering robe and carrying a wooden staff entered. He bowed stiffly to the king and walked to Anna lying on the bed. 

      After looking at her for a moment, the Healer moved the staff so that it was vertical above Anna, as though he was going to stab her with it, and stood with his eyes shut for a long time, making neither noise nor movement. After ten minutes, Luca was about to speak, but the Healer turned around and said to the king, “She is very sick. It will take me many days to heal her completely. Now if you will leave me, I must begin straight away.” And with that, he turned back to Anna. The king motioned for Luca to follow him from the room. 

      Luca blinked and felt a coldness touch his chest. He fought an urge to shout aloud for a proper answer, and instead asked calmly, “Will she be all right?” 

      “I cannot say. Would you like wine?” 

      “Uh ... no thanks.” He followed the king into a large dining hall and sat at a wooden table, which filled the length of the hall. 

      Luca felt his eyes droop with exhaustion, but knew he must stay awake and observe everything. The king was quite old. His face was set in a scowl that seemed like it had been there a long time—there were heavy lines around his eyes and mouth. Luca wondered when he last had smiled. 

      A young man hurried into the hall and sat down with them—he looked quick and strong. He was introduced to Luca as the king’s son and the Crown Prince of Uns Lapodis, Accolon. 

      The two men looked at Luca expectantly as they waited for him to speak. Luca spread his hands wide. “I’m not too certain what I’m doing here, actually. We found a portal and came through. We just wanted to know what was on the other side.” Luca paused to look around and said, “So where exactly am I?” 

      Gaddemar frowned. “You are in Paragor. It is made up of five different countries divided by oceans. Uns Lapodis, Cynis Witron, Lapis Matyr, are the three treaty countries, and then to the west there is Frescana, and further west is the desert land of Tirana.” The king paused and looked over at his son. Accolon looked back at his father and nodded. Gaddemar turned back to Luca, his brow furrowed. 

      He took a deep breath and continued. “Many years ago, a man named Leostrial sailed in from the sea. He came with an army of men and claimed the country of Lapis Matyr, and killed Altor the rightful king. The conqueror married Altor’s wife, Liessen and now lives in the capital city, Burmia. He took over the city. From there he rules the land. We could do nothing. There is a law that prevents the king of one country from meddling with the affairs of another unless his life is threatened. We have been forced to stand back and watch the land spiral into a state of degeneration. 

      “Altor didn’t give up easily—he fought hard, but he was young and was slaughtered like an animal. We don’t know how this happened because Altor had a large army of soldiers and Leostrial had only a score or so.” Gaddemar lowered his voice and slowly leaned towards Luca. “But we have a spy in the castle. They have informed us that Leostrial came across the waters with great and strange powers. It has never been known in our world for a man to wield powers such as these—powers that only the gods should hold.” 

      “We fear the worst. Tyrants such as him are not happy until they can cause great devastation and conquer everything in their path,” Accolon said abruptly. He had been watching Luca intently throughout the conversation. Luca looked at the king with foreboding. 

      “Why are you telling me this?” 

      Gaddemar blinked. “Direct, aren’t you?” He shrugged and spread his hands wide. “It is a lot to learn at once. Especially if, as you say, you found the portal by accident. But you must understand, Luca, that we have many stories about Strangers who have crossed over. They have been treated with great respect. I would have your stay here be as pleasurable as possible. Perhaps, some day in the future, you may be able to help us.” 

      Some day in the future. Luca considered the implication of his words. It was the first time since waking up that he’d had the chance to consider his predicament. 

      “Will you help me find my friends?” Luca asked, his voice conveying a calm he did not feel. 

      “Of course, we can try. How many of you crossed?” 

      “Six, if everyone made it.” 

      Accolon sucked in a quick breath. There was a light in his dark eyes as he looked wonderingly at Luca. Gaddemar only stared down at his hands, frowning, and said quietly, his voice heavy, “So. You have finally come.” 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 4

      Jane and Fern walked for a day and a night and it seemed to her that they had been walking forever. It was not easy winding a slow path around the mountain, the track was often covered with slippery stones and crumbling edges. Fern didn’t seem to notice any of it—he spent the entire time singing and joking and telling silly stories. If he weren’t so tall and strong, she would have thought him a child. 

      The mountainside began to level out, and a distant noise tickled Jane’s ears. “What’s that?” she asked, looking around them to find the source. 

      Fern grinned secretively. “A surprise, lady. Close your eyes.” 

      “I’m not closing my eyes anywhere near you!” she exclaimed. “You’d probably push me over the cliff for a good laugh!” 

      “You think so little of me! I’m hurt.” 

      Jane rolled her eyes, not deigning to reply. Fern leapt from a rock and clutched at his heart, groaning in mock pain. “Your cruel words have wounded me, lady. I might as well throw myself from the cliff to ease the pain!” 

      She watched him for a moment, and couldn’t help a reluctant laugh. “Oh, all right. Don’t give yourself a heart attack. I’m closing my eyes.” 

      After a moment she felt him gently take her hand. Slowly he led her, telling her repeatedly not to peek. As they walked she noticed how warm his hand was. How big and encompassing. This annoyed her. 

      The noise grew to a deafening thunder and finally Jane opened her eyes. 

      “Oh,” she gasped, rocking on her feet. 

      Fern smiled, his eyes bright with triumph. 

      They were standing at the edge of the mountain in a clearing that overlooked a massive cascading waterfall, several hundred metres high. Jane was frightened, for they were so close that she only really needed to take a few steps and she could have reached down and touched it. The cool spray drenched them both. 

      From this gap in the trees, they had a clear view. Grassy plains stretched to the left and a dense green rainforest stretched out to the right. The waterfall below them turned into a river, and wound through tiny hills and plains for kilometres. It was all fairly flat terrain and she realised that they were standing on the only real mountain in sight. Towns and houses were dotted over the land, but she could not see any larger cities. 

      Fern gestured for them to walk a few steps away so that they could hear each other speak. 

      “Congratulations,” she said wryly. “You have caught me off guard—you must be pleased.” 

      He looked at her for a moment, then turned away. “This was not ... I wanted to share this with you.” 

      “I’m sorry,” she said softly and saw him turn back to her. “It’s just that I hardly know you.” 

      He seemed to accept this, for he nodded and said, “We stand on the northern side of the Cliffs of Amara. What you see before you is the countryside of Cynis Witron. Far in the distance is the capital city of Sitadel, where King Cornelius lives. Beautiful, isn’t it?” 

      Jane could only nod. 

      “I could come here just for the view.” 

      “Why did you come up here?” she asked absently. 

      “There is a wise man who lives at the top of the mountain. I wanted to speak to him about something.” 

      “What could be so important that you’d climb all the way up there?” 

      “Ah, now, that is nothing for you to worry your pretty head over,” he said. “This is the highest mountain in Paragor and the point from which you can see most of the country,” he said to change the subject. His tone was warm and Jane guessed that he had been here many times. 

      “Do you want to know why this place is so special?” he asked with a sly grin. 

      “Why?” she asked warily. 

      “Because I can do this.” And before she could ask him to explain, he launched himself off the cliff and into the air. Jane gasped as Fern dived like a bird into the water. He was so far below that she didn’t hear the splash. It had to be at least a forty-metre drop. 

      “Fern!” she yelled, but doubted he could hear her. He waved and motioned for her to dive. She stared down at him, trying to steady her thumping heart. 

      She could not dive from this height! 

      She looked at the path and saw that it curved out of sight. It would take hours to walk to the bottom. More to the point—she didn’t want to want to chicken out. 

      Jane took a deep breath, vowed that if she died she was going to come back and haunt Fern for the rest of his life, and jumped off the edge of the cliff. The fall was far enough that she had time to get herself into what she hoped was a good diving position, and also far enough for her to fall out of that position so that she hit the water on her back and head. 

      The surface of the water knocked her senseless for a moment. Fern must have realised, for she opened her eyes underwater to see him swimming towards her. He pulled her up. Jane surfaced and tried to ignore the throbbing pain in her back and head and concentrated on pulling air into her empty lungs. 

      Fern still had his hands under her arms, holding her afloat. Jane was filled with the desire to punch him. 

      “You okay?” he asked. 

      “You idiot!” she screamed. 

      “What?” he asked innocently, his mouth widening into a smile. 

      “Why did you make me do that? I could have been killed!” 

      “Don’t be so melodramatic. You’re alive aren’t you?” he said as she swam to the edge. 

      “This water is probably infested with piranhas or some water-borne disease that eats away your flesh!” she raged. “For all I know it could be eating away my brain right now!” 

      “I think it must be.” Fern smirked. 

      “Fern! This isn’t a joke. Don’t you realise how dangerous that was?” 

      “Why did you do it, then?” he asked, and she did not reply as she was climbing out. 

      “It would have taken too long to walk,” she said, knowing that she was losing the argument. 

      “I would have waited.” 

      Jane could think of nothing to say, and he laughed at her. “Jane, you are much too serious.” 

      “I’m not the one with the problem, Fern!” she snapped. “You’re reckless and irresponsible! Life isn’t all singing and dancing! You can’t be laughing and smiling all the time!” 

      “Why?” 

      “Because you can’t!” she snapped. 

      He shook his head slowly. “Why are you so threatened by me?” 

      “Threatened? What are you talking about?” 

      “You refuse to be nice to me. You refuse to let me make you smile. It’s as if you see me as the enemy, and every time I laugh or sing, or dance,” he said pointedly, “I think you wish you could do the same.” 

      Jane looked away from him, her heart thumping. She had never been so angry before. “I don’t know where I am, Fern. I don’t know where my friends are. I don’t know anything.” 

      “You are right,” he said gently, treading water effortlessly. “I am sorry. But we will find them, Jane. We are heading towards the city. I will keep you safe. And you are allowed to have a little fun every now and then.” 

      She felt her anger slip away. He grinned and she couldn’t help but smile herself. 

      “Good, then,” he said. 

      “But no more trying to get me killed!” she said. 

      Jane sat down on the bank, aware of how her wet clothes clung to her skin. She pulled her knees up to her chest, and hoped that she would dry soon. Fern climbed after her and lay down. 

      “Oh no! What about the horse?” she asked after a minute. 

      “She will make her own way down. There is only one path.” 

      They lapsed into silence, but had not been drying for long when a sharp cackle came from the bushes next to them. 

      Jane started in fright, but Fern turned to face a little creature standing near them, next to a bush. It was almost like a little man, but savage and dirty. 

      “Do not even think about coming near us, you piece of filth,” Fern said in a low voice. 

      But the creature did not flee—it only moved closer, rubbing his bony hands together. Before it could take another step Fern pulled a knife from his boot and threw it with a sickening thunk into the creature’s forehead. 

      “Fern!” Jane yelled. 

      “Ogres,” he spat. “Save your pity for those that deserve it.” 

      “Why?” Jane asked. 

      “They seek out travellers in the night and slit their throats while they sleep.” 

      “Why?” she asked again, shocked. 

      “They have a thirst for blood, and like to loot.” 

      There was a silence then Jane said, “I think you need to tell me a little more about Paragor.” 

      Fern looked sideways at her. “It can be dangerous here,” he agreed. “But I will...” 

      “I know,” she interrupted him with a wry smile. “You’ll keep me safe.” 

      Fern blinked and then smiled slowly, shrugging. “There are three main countries, Cynis Witron, Uns Lapodis, and Lapis Matyr. They were discovered by three brothers back when the world was still young. 

      “Uns Lapodis was the country of the eldest brother, and so it was named the High Country. He became the High King of Paragor, and that tradition was carried on for hundreds of years. But then things changed. It was decided that the three countries joined by the brothers’ treaty should have equal say in how things were run, though old ways do not die easily, and Uns Lapodis still holds more sway in Paragor than the other countries. 

      “Tirana and Frescana are outside the jurisdiction of the treaty countries, and they are both smaller. All five countries trade fairly and prosperously.” 

      “Only five countries,” she murmured. “It’s tiny, isn’t it?” 

      “How many countries are in your world?” 

      “A lot more than that,” she smiled. “Hundreds and hundreds. But this means, for us, there are always wars.” 

      He shrugged. “It is my hope that Paragor will remain peaceful but dark times are ahead, I fear. There is always something to fight over, it seems.” 

      Jane looked at Fern’s troubled expression, and wondered, not for the first time, who he was. She decided it would be easier not to ask. It would not be long, surely, before they would have to go their separate ways. She could not expect his protection forever. 

      “Have there been other Strangers, like me?” she asked instead. 

      “There have always been those with the gift of true sight.” 

      “What does that mean?” 

      “The power to see the portal and jump through it. There have not been any Strangers for a long time. Do not worry—your kind has always been treated with utmost respect. Like royalty.” 

      “Well, in that case I think I’m going to like it here. Paragor sounds like a paradise,” she said. 

      “I have not told all, Jane.” Fern sighed heavily and told her the dark tale of Leostrial, the conqueror who came from across the sea to change the world. 

      “I need to find my friends,” Jane said when he had finished. She shivered at the thought of such a tyrant. “It isn’t safe for us here.” 

      “Then we will go to my home,” Fern said and paused to grin. “I shall take you to the land of the Elves.” 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 5

      Well, Harry, you haven’t answered my question—what are you doing in my bedchamber in the middle of the night?” “We demanded Satine. 

      Harry stammered, “I don’t know. I woke up here.” 

      She stared at him. Maybe the boy was slow? She spoke slowly. “What do you mean you woke up here?” 

      “I think this must have been where I landed when I crossed over.” Harry shuffled uncomfortably. 

      “What are you talking about? Explain yourself, or I will summon the guards.” 

      “Guards? No, don’t! I’m not a criminal or anything. I’m from ... somewhere else. I found a portal to here—wherever this is—and this is where I woke up. I don’t know much else. I can’t remember.” He shrugged and looked at Satine’s horrified face. 

      “You must leave here at once—they’ll kill you if they find you!” she exclaimed. 

      “Who is going to kill me?” Harry asked. 

      “The king!” 

      “Why?” 

      “Because you’re a Stranger.” 

      “But—?” 

      “Enough. This is ridiculous. You have changed everything. I cannot stay here,” she whispered to herself. “There is no time for this. We must leave immediately. Your questions can be answered later.” 

      Satine grabbed the scrolls and put them in her pack. Then she took the ivory hair comb that had been a gift from her father and hesitated before finally packing the ornamented quill Leostrial had given her last year. She had no idea what possessed her to do so—she would certainly have no use for a quill where she was going! 

      Satine paused a moment and looked around at her room. It was over. She could finally leave and be free of all this deception and hatred. She felt a sudden rush of sadness with the knowledge she must leave—Burmia was her home, despite everything. And what had she accomplished? It was almost too hurtful to think about—she had yet to discover what Leostrial was up to. Then she thought of where she would be taking Harry, and her heart leapt. 

      She told Harry to turn around and quickly changed into some travelling breeches. They left the room quietly, sneaking through the silent halls. Harry was behind her breathing heavily and treading loudly. 

      “Try to relax,” she whispered. “And keep the noise down.” 

      “Sorry,” he hissed, his eyes wide with excitement. 

      Satine gritted her teeth and led him out into the dark night. The twin moons were shining brightly enough for them to make their way without a lantern, but also brightly enough for them to be spotted if anyone happened to be about. The stables were not far away, and it was easy to pick the door locks. 

      “Can you ride?” she asked him. 

      Harry shook his head mutely, staring at the huge stallion before him. Satine swore under her breath and set about showing him how to saddle a much smaller horse. They were nearly ready when out of the moonlight ran a dirty little stable boy, pausing in shock to see them. 

      “What are you doing? You are not to leave at this time of night,” he exclaimed, staring at them with eyes full of fear. 

      Before they could say a word, the boy ran from the stables and towards the castle to sound the alarm. 

      Satine helped Harry to mount his horse and then leapt atop her own, leading them onto the cobbled streets. 

      “We can’t open the gates by ourselves so we’ll have to go to a place in the side wall where we can jump over,” she said and they raced their horses around the fence line, Harry using every bit of concentration to stay on the horse. 

      The wall was the same height all around. Finally, after two circuits, they decided that no place was better than any other, so Satine chose a spot and ordered Harry to back up. People were pouring out of the castle behind them, including soldiers with weapons. 

      “You go first,” Satine commanded. 

      “What? I don’t know how to jump over a wall!” said Harry. 

      “Sit forward,” she told him quickly. “Hold the reins nice and tight. You have to have confidence, or the horse will scare. Kick her hard and ride straight at the wall—she will do the rest.” 

      Harry looked at Satine, and then the wall. “Christ, I don’t think I can...” 

      “Go Harry!” Satine yelled. 

      He kicked his horse and it leapt into a gallop. Harry bounced around in the seat, unable to hold himself steady. The horse neighed loudly, scared by the clumsiness of her rider as she leapt the wall. Harry gasped aloud with pain as his head snapped back, clacking his jaw and he nearly fell from his mount. Sheer terror kept him gripping the reins and he managed to right himself and pull the horse to a rearing halt. 

      Satine was right behind him, clearing the jump beautifully. 

      “Well done,” she breathed. “Now we must ride!” 

      Harry raced after Satine as she galloped across the plain, rattling around painfully in his saddle, unable to tighten his knees to keep himself in place. His neck ached from the whiplash. 

      Leostrial’s horsemen were in close pursuit. They raced for the trees where they were able to lose their followers momentarily. Harry gratefully slowed to a canter, but kept going. Satine called out to him, “We have to go through the marshes, Harry. There’s no time to go around. We have to make it into Uns Lapodis as fast as we can.” 

      When they came to the marsh, going fast was easier said than done. It was a wide expanse, as far as the eye could see, of muddy, foggy ground. So foggy in fact, that they could only see a few feet in front of them. The horses had a terrible time, for their hooves slipped in the mud with every second step. 

      “This is disgusting!” Harry groaned, wiping mud off his face. 

      “It will get worse,” Satine assured him grimly. 

      And with that it began to pour with rain. Soon, there was a raging storm all around them, with lightning flashing and thunder roaring. They were soaked through instantly, and Harry didn’t think he could imagine anything more miserable. He started to think of home. This was certainly not the romantic notion he’d had of exploring a new world. This was the worst idea he’d ever had! 

      They walked through the marshes in the rain for two days. Their horses had long since been left behind, as they could not travel fast enough through the mud, and Harry and Satine were coming to the last of their strength. Without food they could not keep going. 

      On the night of the second day, they huddled together against the cold, exhausted. The rain lashed at their faces, and they could barely see each other. They were at the edge of the marshes and by the next day they should make it out. Satine was starting to feel sick with worry—Uns Lapodis was across a span of water, and she had no money to pay the ferryman. 

      “It will be all right, Satine,” Harry said. 

      She looked at him in wonder. “You’re the most optimistic boy I have ever met,” she said. “This whole time, you’ve never once complained.” 

      He shrugged. “I can’t complain when I have someone as amazing as you to get me through this.” He blushed as he said the words. “Who are you, Satine?” 

      She smiled recklessly and shook out her long blonde hair. “I am no one but the woman put in this world to deliver you to safety. If I do nothing else in this life, I will get you out of here alive, Harry.” 

      He stared at her, a lump coming to his throat, thrilled by her intensity. She looked like a warrior goddess, the wind and rain lashing at her face. 

      “Why though?” he managed to ask. “Why all this trouble for me? Why am I important?” 

      “Because you’re a Stranger!” 

      “I don’t understand what that means,” he sighed. They shivered under their wet clothes. “But I know I’ve never had anyone put so much belief in me, whatever the reason.” 

      She looked at him. “What do you mean?” 

      He shrugged again. “I’ve never really been good at much, I guess. But I always knew there was something else out there. And I suppose I was hoping that when we got here, maybe things would be different, you know? Maybe there would be something for me to achieve.” 

      Satine smiled slowly. “Harry, my friend, if I can get you away from here, I guarantee you will have a huge task ahead of you.” 

      Harry looked at Satine in surprise, but before he had a chance to ask what she meant, the sound of nearby beating drums sliced through the rain. Satine’s eyes widened and she hissed, “Leostrial! I thought we had lost him. Come on, we have to keep going.” 

      They struggled on through the rain and mud but almost immediately, Harry’s foot became stuck. 

      “Harry, come on! They are almost upon us!” 

      “I can’t, Satine—my foot’s trapped—I can’t get it out.” Danger was closing in around them. They could hear the drums beating and the horses’ hooves on the soft ground. 

      Men screamed around them and the wind howled. 

      Then suddenly, everything seemed to freeze. All around them the sound was muted and the wind stopped as if someone had thrown a switch. Harry and Satine looked on in astonishment at the frozen world. Only the sky moved. They saw lightning strike but could not hear the thunder, and the rain had ceased. 

      “What’s happened?” whispered Harry. 

      “I have no idea,” Satine said, her heart pounding. 

      “Of course you have no idea,” a voice said scornfully. 

      They turned to see a body-shaped shadow standing before them. Yellow eyes peered at them through the darkness. The shadow continued to speak in its rumbling voice, “Your ignorance is really quite astounding, never ceasing to think only of yourselves.” 

      “Who ... what are you?” Satine asked quietly. 

      Harry began to shiver. 

      “I am the Equinox,” the creature said and, as he spoke, there was a flash of lightning in the sky right behind him, which lit his wraith-like figure for a moment. He wore a long cloak, and even though it was white, it did not shine or glow against the night sky. Somehow it held only darkness. The hood was drawn over his head so that his face was hidden—all except the eyes. They seemed to bore deep inside Harry and Satine. Harry wanted to hide. He felt exposed. Those eyes could see anything they wanted. They were probing too deeply, and the thought chilled him. 

      “I am not confined by good and evil. I am the holder. I was made for one purpose and one only. To watch and to guard,” said the Equinox. 

      “Guard what?” asked Satine. 

      “The creatures,” he said cryptically. “Creatures made for one only. I wait for him to claim them. Once he comes I will be no more.” He watched them both very closely, and then asked, “Do you need help?” 

      “Yes,” Satine said slowly. 

      “Then be warned—today I will save you, but tomorrow I may kill you. I am ever-changing.” And with that, he raised his head to the sky and gave a long wavering whistle. It was not loud, but it seeped into every crack in the earth. 

      Out of the sky flew two unicorns, one black, one white, weaving about each other, their horns touching every now and then. Their hooves ran through the air and propelled them forward, their huge feathery wings spread wide. They landed with grace and stood very still, gazing at Harry and Satine. 

      “You may have the creatures for one day only. You can use them to get out of the marshes and away from your pursuers. Treat them well, for they have a purpose beyond what you can understand.” 

      Then the Equinox vanished into the fog, and the world started to move again. 

      Satine and Harry slowly approached the unicorns, and, seeing that they were friendly, patted their necks. 

      The creatures flattened their wings in invitation to the riders. Satine climbed swiftly onto the white creature. Harry climbed onto the black and wound his fingers into the mane. He clamped his knees down over the unicorn’s flank and flattened himself against the back of the glorious creature. He breathed in the cool scent of its mane and shivered with pleasure. He was actually sitting on a real unicorn! Wait till his friends heard about this! 

      The unicorns launched themselves into the air and Harry held on tighter. He turned to look down at the quickly fading ground, and saw their pursuers staring up at them. Then as they climbed higher, the men became mere specks below. 

      ***


      As Leostrial watched the two figures disappear into the sky he cursed. There was a flat feeling in the pit of his stomach. 

      He had lost her. Odin had always said that his trust in the girl would be his downfall. Now Satine had gone, and there was only grief inside him. He was too clever not to understand the implications of such a flighty departure. Too clever not to understand, finally, that she had never loved him. That she had betrayed him. 

      His rage was flat and cold, deadly and permanent. When he ordered his men home, they knew to be quick to follow his command. 

      Leostrial’s appearance was misleading. He did not bother with the robes and jewels that a king often wore, but garbed himself instead in a plain battle tunic with a sword at his belt, so that people who did not know him took him for a common warrior and no more. He had not been with the original party of soldiers he’d sent to pursue the fugitives, but had ridden out to join them when they did not return. He had found them lost in the marshes. And he had come too late. So now they were riding home without victory. The soldiers’ stupidity was atrocious! They had behaved like useless babes without their mothers! Leostrial wasn’t accustomed to being beaten. But it was more than the pain of defeat that stayed with him. There was a hurt inside him too deep for words. 

      No one understood how deeply love cut through Leostrial. How deeply he was affected by it. It drove his ambition and was part of the reason he had taken over—his was a past full of loss that he never spoke of. 

      And what Leostrial had felt for Satine was too surprising and too deep for him to remain unchanged. 

      By the time they returned to the castle, the soldiers were exhausted and frightened, aware that there would be consequences for their failure to capture the escapees. The king entered his room and shut the door behind him. 

      “Arrange to have the hunting party forego rest until they have acquainted themselves intimately with the marshes,” he barked. “I don’t want to see any of them again until they have made it through and back twice. Never again will they lose their way on a task set by me.” He paused and clasped his hands together before murmuring, “And send for Locktar—we cannot have spies telling our secrets now, can we?” 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 6

      Eben looked about cautiously for more sabre-tooths. After a week and a day of swift riding, they had encountered two separate packs of sabre-tooths. They had despatched the beasts, and were now about to enter the Elvish lands.

      Silven took a deep breath and sighed with pleasure. “Smells like home, cousin,” he said in Elvish. 

      “We have been away too long,” Eben replied heavily. 

      “Eben, we had to go. The humans needed us and despite what your mother says, we need them. They grow in number. We need to make alliances, or we shall disappear along with our ancestors.” 

      Silven knew that Eben was torn between what he knew was right and what his mother had told him. Whenever he could, he tried to reassure Eben that they were doing the right thing. He didn’t want anarchy—they all treasured their queen. But she had old-fashioned views. And survival, for the Elves, would mean change. 

      “I know this,” Eben sighed. 

      The two Elves looked ahead and rode on in silence. They sat high on their horses, for all of their race stood a head or so taller than the tallest of men. They were indescribably graceful, their fluid elegance something that had awed the people of Sitadel on their recent visit to the capital city. Eben and Silven, the two princes of the ancient race of immortals had ridden, against the wishes of their queen, to meet with the King of Lapis Matyr in order to negotiate a treaty. A treaty in a time of looming threats. With the country of Lapis Matyr under the rule of an unstable tyrant, and in such unsteady turmoil, there had been an understanding that if the need ever arose, humans and Elves would work together. They would fight together. 

      Eben’s mother disagreed. She felt that Elves should not involve themselves with any human matters. The races were separate, and always would be. 

      Eben and Silven, the two eldest princes of the Elves, came finally to the edge of their land. They slowed their horses with soft, musical words. They wore their long white hair tied at the nape of their necks, and their riding garb was woven with fabric that looked like rippling water as it moved over their bodies. 

      As they rode from the country of Cynis Witron and into the Elvish lands, a huge white shape loomed on the horizon. As they drew nearer, a gigantic castle that sparkled in the sun came into focus. 

      The ice castle of the Elves: an entire city made from ice, glimmering in the sun. 

      All around them tiny, glowing creatures with delicate, gossamer wings flew through the air, but the Elves paid the pixies no heed. 

      The castle in the middle of the city had a set of ice steps leading up from the ice street. It was not at all slippery. They entered the castle but did not feel the chill, immune to the cold as they were. The city was not completely transparent, because the ice was so thick. 

      This was where the Elf queen lived with the royal family. 

      Then she appeared, walking barefoot down the steps to meet them. Liensenne, the longest-standing ruler of the Elves. 

      “Hello, my darlings,” she spoke to her son and nephew in Elvish, embracing them gently. 

      “Mother,” Eben responded warmly. 

      “Come inside. We have things to discuss,” she murmured and led the way. 

      They glanced at each other as they followed her inside. Sitting down at a round ice table, the queen laced her fingers together daintily and looked at the two Elves expectantly. 

      “We could not get through to Lapis Matyr—his position is hostile, but we have an understanding with Cornelius,” Silven said. “If Leostrial decides to wage war against Cynis Witron we will lend our help.” 

      The queen remained silent. 

      “We know it is not your wish,” the younger Elf continued. “But we believe it is best.” 

      “And you feel you have a say in that matter?” she asked softly. 

      He faltered. “I know we do.” 

      “You have directly disobeyed me.” Her eyes flashed dangerously. “You have gone against your queen. You have betrayed your people.” 

      “We have betrayed no one!” Eben rose to his feet. “The four princes of the Elves have a say in all matters which concern our kind. Do not pretend otherwise.” 

      “There are no longer four princes,” the queen murmured, and the room fell silent. There was too much in such a statement, too much sadness, too much loss. 

      “And fighting like this only sullies his name,” Eben whispered. 

      Tension filled the air as the two Elves waited to see how the queen would respond. 

      “He has no name to sully,” she murmured. “Not after what he did.” 

      ***


      Anna opened her eyes to see a man clothed all in grey looking intently down at her. 

      “Close your eyes and go back to sleep, my dear.” He spoke so gently that she obeyed, feeling relief as sleep swept over her again. 

      She drifted in and out of consciousness over the next couple of days. The pain in her chest and leg was terrible, but she felt a healing taking place. The sadness she had been feeling over the last few months and hiding from her friends had started to slowly lift from her heart. Maybe, maybe ... it would be different here? 

      When she finally awoke, Luca was sitting with his head rested on the side of her bed, sleeping lightly. There were bags under his eyes and his skin was pale. She peered around and saw that she was in a stone room with a window. This was not her house. She wasn’t in a hospital. Where was she? 

      Anna began to panic. Her troubled breathing woke Luca, and he laid a hand on her head. 

      “Samshon!” he called out and smoothed her hair. “Anna, Anna, it’s okay, you’re safe,” he said softly. 

      “Where are we?” she wheezed. 

      “We’re in another world, we crossed over—above the cliff—remember?” 

      “Where are the others?” she asked. 

      “That I don’t know,” said Luca. “Not yet.” 

      And then she remembered. Anna’s breathing slowed and she slumped back onto her pillows. “It actually worked. This is incredible. We made it through.” And then she remembered something else, and groaned. 

      “What? What’s wrong? Are you still hurt? I thought Samshon had healed you.” 

      “No, no, Luca, I’m fine. I just remembered something, that’s all. Is Samshon the old man in white? Was he the one that healed me? I need to talk to him.” Anna struggled to get out of bed, but Luca stopped her. 

      “No way, Anna. You almost died. Just stay there and I’ll get him for you.” 

      “There is no need, I am here,” Samshon entered the room. “How are you feeling?” 

      “I’m fine, but I need to talk to you about something.” She threw a guilty look in the Luca’s direction, then continued in a hurry. “When you were healing me, did you find out anything about ... any other ailments?” 

      The man’s face softened in sorrow. “If you are talking about the growth in your chest, then I am sorry, but I could not extinguish it. I have never seen anything like it,” Samshon said quietly. 

      Anna’s face fell slightly and she grasped Luca’s hand in comfort. 

      “The failure of healing a patient,” the man continued, “is a sorrow I hold very close to my heart. It pains me greatly that I cannot heal this for you.” 

      “Of course you could not heal it,” she said quietly. “I could not expect that. The doctors have said I may have a few years if I’m strong.” She paused for a moment and then said, in a determined voice, “And I am strong.” 

      “I am sorry,” Samshon said again. 

      “If you don’t mind, I’d like to go for a walk,” said Anna. 

      “You can’t be out of bed!” said Luca, his voice sounding strange even to his own ears. 

      Samshon shrugged. “It is up to you Anna. If you feel well enough to walk, then walk. The growth shows no signs of affecting you yet. I daresay it will not be until the end of your time that you start to feel the illness,” he said sorrowfully, and then left them alone. 

      Without a word, Luca showed Anna around the vast palace of Amalia. The wide expanse of garden was supposedly the most celebrated in the world of Paragor. The dining halls and the kitchens were both huge, as the Amalian palace was home to many noblemen and women, servants and the royal family. The sewing rooms were full of ladies-in-waiting, people in the stables and the armoury went about their daily business—shoeing, grooming and feeding horses, sharpening weapons, fitting armour and practising swordplay. The food cellars were vast, as were the wash-rooms. 

      “Where are the showers?” Anna asked when they stood amongst the rows and rows of wooden tubs. 

      “Just baths,” Luca told her. “And the water has to be heated on the stove if you want it to be hot.” 

      Anna stared at him with an expression of such disappointment that he couldn’t help but smile. 

      “Can we go outside the palace and look at the city?” she asked. 

      “We’re not allowed.” 

      “Why?” 

      Luca shrugged. “Gaddemar says it isn’t safe for Strangers to be on the streets. People would go crazy with excitement if they knew we were here. It’s probably best that we do as he says for now.” 

      After the tour, they went back to the gardens and found a bench to sit on. The garden was unlike anything on Earth—there were hedge mazes and rose bushes that grew three storeys high. In some parts it was impossible to see the sky because there were so many trees with flowers and buds in all the colours you could name. But the pair paid little attention to the beauty before them. 

      “There’s another reason the king wants our presence to be kept a secret,” Luca said flatly. “He doesn’t want news of us to reach the tyrant.” 

      “Tyrant?” 

      “In Lapis Matyr, a country over the sea, there’s some guy who killed the real king and now he’s ruling there. Everyone seems to think he’s planning to wage war on the rest of the countries in Paragor.” 

      “Including this one?” Anna asked. 

      “Especially this one.” 

      There was a silence. “Wow,” she said. “Bad timing for us.” 

      “How long have you known?” Luca asked suddenly, unable to keep the question from his lips any longer. 

      Anna sighed. “About six months or so.” 

      “Six months!” he exclaimed, turning to look at her. He didn’t ask the question he wanted to. Not yet. “But you’re so young! You’re seventeen, Anna! Girls of seventeen don’t get cancer!” 

      She gave him a look that was achingly hollow and he bit his lip. 

      “Why didn’t you tell any of us?” he asked, not looking at her. 

      She looked at the ground. “I didn’t want pity,” she said. 

      “Perhaps that is not your choice to make,” he said, trying to keep the anger and underlying terror from his voice. 

      “I am the one dying, not you,” she said calmly. 

      Luca felt something grip his heart. “I know, Anna. That’s the point. You are dying, and you are one of my best friends. Don’t I deserve to be told, or would I have found out from the invitation to your funeral?” He knew he had gone too far as soon as the words left his mouth. Anna’s face went pale and her body stiffened. 

      “You are right. My feelings don’t matter. I should be thinking of everyone else.” 

      “Anna, no. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that—” 

      “How did you mean it then?” she hissed. 

      “I meant that I love you, and I want to share this with you. I want to take some of the burden, that’s all.” 

      “But you can’t share it with me! The burden is mine alone.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “We are always alone, Luca. I am alone in life, as I will be alone in my death.” 

      “How can you say that? Has our friendship meant nothing to you?” he asked. 

      Anna turned to him then, finally, and her face softened as she noted his tears. “Your friendship has meant everything to me, Luca. Everything. But I have realised that you can never really get away from being truly alone. It is the sorrow of human kind. We cannot share our thoughts perfectly, as we cannot share our feelings. The journey of life is truly a lonely one, just like the journey of death.” 

      “I don’t understand—aren’t you frightened? Angry? You should be angry, Anna!” 

      She looked at him then, and her eyes were suddenly so fierce and so full of rage that Luca shut his mouth with a loud snap. He shook his head. “I’m sorry.” 

      “Luca,” she said calmly. “I am sorry I didn’t tell you, but there was no way that you could have understood. And I wanted my remaining time to be with people who were happy. I wanted things to be normal. Can you understand that?” 

      “Yes,” he said, his voice shaking. Then Anna hugged him. It was a long time before they released each other. 

      “You won’t tell them?” she asked and Luca frowned. “The others.” 

      Finally, after a long silence, he said, “If that is what you want.” 

      “Thank you, Luca.” And then she felt she needed to say something more. “Everyone dies.” 

      Oh, but not now, thought Luca. No one dies now, when they are young, when they are my friend. 

      “Yes.” 

      There were more ways of feeling sorrow than he could ever imagine. And he had only just begun to feel them. The sky was grey and cloudy, and it had begun to drizzle. 

      “To a more pressing matter,” she said pointedly, “where do you think the others are?” 

      He shrugged. 

      “Do you think they crossed through?” 

      “If they did, they aren’t here. They could be anywhere.” 

      “Do we start looking?” 

      “I’m fairly certain the prince already has ideas about that.” 

      “What do you mean?” 

      Luca looked sideways at her. “He has this weird idea that we’re somehow ... important.” 

      She stared blankly at him. 

      “I don’t know. He was saying he needed all six of us together, in any case. The king didn’t seem to agree.” 

      “What are you talking about, Luca?” 

      “I wish I knew,” he sighed. He shrugged once more. “All I know is they’ve already sent messages to every city in the three treaty countries telling people to look out for Strangers. I’m sure if they’re here they’ll turn up sooner or later.” 

      “Let’s just hope they didn’t wake up in that tyrant’s bedroom,” she said uneasily. 

      Luca snorted. “Jack would give him a run for his money!” 

      “I’m famished. Is there a place we can eat?” Anna said suddenly. 

      “We have to wait until it’s ready and they call us in.” No sooner had he spoken than a loud bell rang out across the palace, so Luca led Anna inside to the dining hall. 

      What Anna saw made her eyes widen. All who lived in the castle had come to join the king for dinner. They sat at the largest table she had ever seen. Anna doubted that, had she sat at one end and Luca at the other, they would have heard each other, even if shouting. She had never seen so many people all in the one room. They looked to be noblemen and women, for they were dressed very well in elaborate dresses and suits, and she wished she had something to wear other than her shabby t-shirt and jeans. There were two seats left empty on either side of the king. As Anna and Luca entered, the people stood and cheered, raising their glasses to the newcomers. 

      When they were seated, Anna was finally introduced to everyone—King Gaddemar; his wife, Queen Columba; Samshon, once more; the Captain of Horse, Ambrosius; the commander of the army, Kha~dim; the High Chancellor, Tomasso; the chancellor’s first informant, Vezzet; a great row of the King’s gentlemen and ladies in waiting, and the king’s son, Prince Accolon. It was difficult remembering all the names. 

      Accolon could not have been called handsome—his features were too blunt—but Anna had not met a more arresting man. He was young and strong, with huge brown eyes. She liked the way he listened intently when she spoke of Earth, and although each word she said only highlighted the incredible distance she was from home, she couldn’t help but feel a little excited about being in another world! 

      Tomasso, on the other hand was middle-aged, with an unsettling demeanour about him. His eyes stared at her, and she got a slightly uneasy feeling from him. By contrast, his assistant, Vezzet, sitting next to him had an open friendly face, with eyes so kind that, when they stared into her own, she didn’t want to look away. Only courtesy stopped her from staring at him any longer. She did not, however, refrain from looking at him at constant intervals throughout the night. He seemed to be just as interested in her, but when their eyes met, he smiled shyly and looked away. 

      “An occasion for happiness!” the king declared, and wine was poured. 

      Anna turned to Luca and muttered in an undertone, “Are you finding this as freaky as I am?” 

      “I feel like we’re in a movie,” he replied, raising his eyebrows and Anna smiled. 

      “Think maybe we’re dreaming?” 

      “There’d be more naked women if I was dreaming.” 

      Anna laughed. 

      Everyone there seemed to have stories about Paragor to tell the newcomers, and the two were inundated with facts of their new world. They ate a small roasted bird that was a bit like a quail, but tasted like licorice, and washed it down with something called Torrean ice wine, apparently a rare delicacy fit only for the richest in Paragor. It steamed like dry ice, and burnt the throat it was so cold. 

      Finally when it was nearing time to retire, the heavy wooden doors which led outside flew open, and two shapes were silhouetted in the doorway. Behind them was a pair of strange, beautiful horses glittering even in the darkness. The wind howled past the doorway and as the two figures entered, it blew over all the cups on the table. Nobody moved. 

      “Who are you?” cried Gaddemar. 

      The strangers pulled back their hoods and Anna could not help but let out a cry. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 7

      King Cornelius rode fast. He needed to get home to Sitadel at once. Fortunately the terrain of Cynis Witron was flat, and the riding easy. He hoped with all his heart that his son would be waiting at home. He had decided against taking anyone with him on his ride—a decision he now sorely regretted. 

      He had seen a huge pack of sabre-tooths heading his way, fast. They usually only travelled in groups of about ten or twenty, an easy number for a few good fighters to take care of. But tonight, he had seen a pack of a thousand, enough to scare any man to the core. Cornelius had taken them in at a glance before he turned and galloped as fast as he could. 

      The gates of the city were quickly opened for him, and Cornelius raced up through the curving streets of Sitadel to the castle. The capital city, where the royal family lived, was a geographical and architectural phenomenon. Like the Cliffs of Amara, Sitadel was set upon a hill that protruded out of the earth, and every building was either perched on such a steep angle that it seemed like it should fall at any moment, or carved into the contours of the mountain. Cobbled streets turned at sharp angles, and there didn’t seem to be any design as to how the town was set out—there would often be a pond or water-fountain set in the middle of a road. It was functional despite the bizarre layout. Those who visited called it breathtaking. 

      The palace was perched right at the peak of the hill. Dismounting from his tired horse and flinging the doors open, the king yelled, “Where is Fern?” 

      “My Lord, he has not yet returned from his trip.” 

      “The gods curse it!” Cornelius cried. “Tell my men there is to be a council of war.” 

      Once the king’s informants and noblemen were gathered around the council table he told them about the sabre-tooths he had seen. 

      “Over a thousand, you say?” whispered one man. “What are we going to do?” 

      “Where did they all come from?” cried a voice. 

      “And why such large numbers?” cried another. 

      “It does not matter why.” 

      “If only Fern were here—we cannot fight without our captain!” 

      “Silence!” Cornelius raised his voice above the din. “Do not forget that I am your king. I have fought many battles—I’ve led you to many victories. Raise the troops, we’ll go out on horseback and meet them before they come too close. Send a messenger to Fern, and tell him what is happening. I suspect he will be over near the Elf country. We must pray for good fortune. Go!” 

      “Father?” Cornelius looked up at the door to see Elixia, his young daughter, looking at him. 

      “What is it, dear?” 

      “I want to fight with you. I have a sword and Fern has been training me. I can fight, Father.” 

      “Elixia,” he sighed impatiently. “I don’t have time for this. You cannot come. You are a maiden!” 

      She stared calmly at her father. “I am sixteen years old. If I were a man, I would have been fighting in your army for a year by now,” she said. 

      “You are not a man,” he said bluntly. “I won’t discuss this further. You will stay here and look after the women and children as your mother would have done.” And with that, he strode away. 

      All he could think about, as his daughter stared at his retreating back, was that something very strange indeed was going on for such a large number of beasts to travel together. He marched briskly back down to the stables and remounted his horse. He was armed with a bow and a quiver of arrows, and his favourite sword—the one he had used since he was a youth. 

      The men rode out at sunset. A sabre-tooth’s sight was not sharp in dim light. Cornelius had just over two hundred men at his back. He remembered the days when he’d had a thousand eager young men fighting at his side, but there had been peace in the land for a long time and the army was diminished. Most of them had gone off to seek adventure elsewhere. 

      It was already night by the time they spotted the first of the sabre-tooths. They were in the distance, but it would have been hard for them to miss such a huge mass of black, howling beasts. 

      “All right men, this is it. We charge when I give the call. We ride hard and show no mercy—we will not receive any from them. Use your arrows when we get in range, and then your swords—you know what to do. Do not leave your horses—they are our advantage. Ready men? Charge!” 

      And thus charging forward, Cornelius cried the name of the one God he had ever believed in. The war God who would decide whether he lived or died in this fight. 

      “Odin! Guide me!” 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 8

      Fern stood atop a ridge and looked below to the valley floor where a full-scale battle was raging. A small army of men were fighting hard against hundreds of sabre-tooths. His eyes grew wide as he realised that they were his own men. He watched as his father faced three beasts at once, and a wave of panic swept over him—Cornelius was too old to be fighting. He could go down and join the fight, but one man would hardly do any good against hundreds of beasts. So Fern turned and, against all his instincts, galloped as hard and as fast as he could back the way he had come. When he reached the bottom of the hill, he pulled his horse up hard and looked down at the young woman waiting for him. 

      “Jane, there is a battle in the valley. It is my father’s men, and they are going to lose. It looks as though they have been fighting through the night, and are outnumbered six to one. I need to call the Elves—they will come and help me if I ask them. You need to stay here and take cover.” Fern didn’t wait for Jane to reply but raced back towards the forest. 

      Jane and Fern had been travelling for several days now when they had come across the valley. Fern had gone up onto the hill to check if the way forward was clear. It was not. 

      Jane had never seen Fern so worried. His calm, jovial manner was replaced with an air of determination. There was a ferocity in him now that told her he was not without depth after all. 

      She would obey him by not going with him, but she would not sit and hide like a helpless child. Jane climbed up the hill, and when she had nearly reached the top, she crawled on her stomach the rest of the way. Peering over the top, she saw a sight that made her sick. 

      There were hundreds of bodies lying all over the ground. The grass was red with blood. The hooves and feet of the living were trampling hundreds of dead men and animals. Shocked tears spilt down her cheek, as she viewed the violence below her. Screams and shouts of pain and triumph were mingled together with the shrieks of the dying. There was slaughter and death everywhere. She slid down the hill, back the way she had come. Jane, always cool and controlled, curled up into a ball and clenched her eyes tight. 

      She did not look up again until she heard the sound of hooves nearby. Fern dismounted Nuitdor. “Jane! I told you not to come up here.” He slid down onto the grass next to her. 

      “Sorry,” she whispered. 

      Fern hesitated a moment, then gently reached out to pull her into a hug. The unexpected gesture hit her like a punch to the stomach, and tears began to fall. 

      “It’s just so awful,” she muttered. “Why are they doing that?” 

      “I don’t know,” he replied softly into her hair. 

      “But the killing...” 

      “It is the way of life here. You come to accept it after you’ve seen enough of it. I must help my father. Go back down to the bottom of the hill. I’ll find you as soon as I can.” 

      “Fern, you’ll be killed!” she gasped. 

      “Of course I won’t.” 

      “How can you say that?” 

      He grinned then, recklessly, and he was the man she’d known all these past days. “It hasn’t happened yet.” 

      And then he was back on his horse and charging down into the valley. She wondered how he could smile like that in the face of such horror. She wondered, too, if he’d managed to contact the Elves. Wiping away her tears she climbed back down the hill. 

      ***


      As the remaining soldiers saw Fern coming down the slope, a ragged cheer escaped their lips. Upon reaching the fight, he screamed out orders. 

      “Fall back and form a line!” Killing two sabre-tooths with one sweep of his sword, he raced around to the front of the line now in the process of being formed. There was a lapse in the fight as they sat facing the beasts. 

      “Help is on the way, men. We just have to hold out until they get here. Form two groups and come at them from either side. Form an attack from all angles, surrounding them. Don’t let any of them get behind you, and stay on your horses!” He gave his father a quick nod and hurled himself into the fray. 

      There was a reason these were his men. A reason he was the captain of the king’s army. At fighting, Fern was brilliant. His sword was an extension of his arm. It moved perfectly to his will, and before long, he had killed twenty beasts on his own, all with a fluid elegance that could not be matched by anyone around him. But the men were tiring—they had been fighting all night—and were paying dearly for it. 

      Fern could not beat so many on his own. The reinforcements he had called for were not going to make it. It was just too far. He had hoped that, as the Elves were known to be the swiftest riders in Paragor, perhaps they might have made it in time. He had hoped for too much. 

      Well, he was just going to have to take a few of them down with him then. He had a fleeting image of Jane curled up on top of the hill, and something constricted inside him. 

      Distracted, Fern was pulled roughly from his horse and onto the ground. Three beasts were on top of him now. Whilst running one through with his sword, he pulled out a smaller knife and stabbed another. There was blood all over him, all over his eyes, and he couldn’t see. He felt more of them on top of him, and he struggled to wipe his eyes clean. 

      There were other men trying to fight the beasts off, but the sabre-tooths were determined to get to Fern. They knew he was the leader, that if they killed him the group would be in disarray once more. Nuitdor was above him, also trying to block the passage to her master, but to no avail. Fern felt a slash of claws across his chest and silently endured the pain of teeth sinking in his shoulder. Hacking around blindly, he managed to wound a few. With his uninjured arm, Fern raised the knife over his heart. He would not let these beasts kill him—he would end it on his own terms. 

      But then he felt the weight lifted off him, and was able to wipe his eyes clean. Standing above him was his half-brother, fellow prince of the Elves, Eben. 

      “Come, brother. It’s not your time,” the Elf said, heaving Fern off the ground. Fern looked around, and the sight gladdened his heart. There were a hundred Elves on the back of horses, shooting arrows into the throng. They looked a vision, dressed in silver armour shaped to fit the contours of their bodies. Small metal wings on their backs made them seem almost like angels. The metal had seams of gold running through it, and the helmets they wore also had small wings at the back. A piece of metal connected to the helmets ran between their eyes, and ended on the tips of their noses. Unlike Eben and Silven on the day of their return to the ice castle, the Elves were dressed in proper war garb. They held tall shields of the same astonishing metal as their armour, and long curved swords that they had not needed to remove from the scabbards on their backs. 

      Elves were an ancient race. They knew the ancient arts of warfare. The remaining sabre-tooths did not stand a chance, and were slaughtered in a matter of minutes. The Elves did not even have to leave their line around the outside of the fray. 

      A hoarse victory cry went up from the last surviving men, but as they looked around at the suffering and anguish, the cry died on their lips. Hundreds were killed, and every survivor injured. There was more than one thousand dead sabre-tooths, and many dead horses scattered on the ground. 

      One of Fern’s arms hung limply at his side. A deep slash across his chest was seeping blood, and his body was covered in small cuts and bruises. A cut on his forehead trickled blood into his eyes, so that he was constantly forced to wipe them clear. 

      He turned to greet his father, who was sporting a broken arm and a gash on his cheek. 

      “Father. Nice day for a reunion,” he said grimly. 

      “My son. It has been too long. You saved us, and you have my gratitude.” 

      “It’s not me you need to thank, but the Elves.” 

      The Elves had formed a line in front of the men, and they stood quietly awaiting orders. Fern greeted Eben with a warm embrace, and then did the same to his cousin, Silven. 

      “How did you reach us in time?” Fern asked the two princes. 

      Silven smiled sadly. “Still underestimating us, are you cousin?” 

      Fern smiled in return and then said formally, “I would like to show my gratitude properly, by doing something for you in return. What would you ask of me?” 

      “Only that you would go and fetch the particularly fair friend we rode past on our way here, and bring her and your father to dine with us tonight to celebrate the new season. We would love the pleasure of your company, and it has been a long time since you’ve visited.” 

      “Ah, Jane!” Fern cried. He was already halfway up the hill before the Elf had finished his sentence. With a wave of guilt, he realised that he had forgotten her. Jane was sitting against a tree with her eyes shut. Fern’s footsteps faltered as he was struck by her radiance. He knelt at her side and said gently, “Jane, it’s over.” 

      Jane looked at him and gasped. “God, look at you! Oh, I’m so glad you’re not dead,” she said shakily, as though she was about to cry. “I don’t know what I would have done if...” Then she realised what she’d said, and looked away embarrassed. 

      “I am not. Definitely not dead.” he said quickly. An awkward silence followed. Fern remembered the invitation to the Elf festival and pounced on it quickly. 

      “We’ve been invited to join the Elves tonight for the new season festival. I think you would enjoy it.” 

      “But Fern, I have to find my friends. I’m getting worried.” 

      “I know. We will stay only one night, and then I’ll take you to find them. I promise.” 

      “I want you to teach me to fight,” she said suddenly, and Fern looked at her sharply. 

      “All right,” he said after a moment, “...right now?” 

      Her gaze was withering as she looked at him. “Obviously not.” 

      She followed him back to the battlefield where the search was on for survivors. 

      Jane had a sudden urge to throw up, but she mastered it and helped with the search. There was a muffled cry, and she looked over to see Fern kneeling over a slight, broken body. 

      “Ah, no,” he whispered desperately. 

      Jane ran over to him and saw a young girl lying on the ground unconscious. 

      “I don’t think she’s dead yet,” Jane said, noticing that the girl’s chest was rising and falling. “She might just have been knocked out. Who is she?” she asked. 

      “My sister. She shouldn’t be here. Father!” 

      An elderly man, quite handsome for his years, came to them, supporting his arm awkwardly. “Oh, Gods! You seek to take my only daughter? What is she doing here? I commanded her stay at home,” the man cried. 

      “She is not dead,” Jane assured him. “I don’t know what’s wrong with her though.” 

      The man turned to Jane. “And who are you?” 

      Fern said, “This is my friend Jane.” 

      “I am King Cornelius of Cynis Witron,” the man introduced himself. 

      It took a moment for Jane to realise the meaning of his words, and then she turned to Fern, her mouth agape. “Then you are...?” 

      He cleared his throat. “Uh ... yes. Prince Fern, at you service.” 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 9

      “I need to go for a walk and clear my head, Fern,” Jane said. 

      “I’ll go with you.” 

      “I’m perfectly capable of...” 

      “Yes, I know—all the same, I’d like to come.” 

      Jane looked at him and clicked her tongue in frustration. “Fine then.” 

      They walked in silence for a while. And suddenly she was laughing. She stopped walking and held her sides. Fern looked at her as if she’d gone crazy. 

      “What’s so funny?” he finally asked. 

      “This is ridiculous!” she gasped. “All of this. I can’t believe any of it! Everything here is so different to anything I have ever known that I just...” Jane trailed off and stopped laughing. Fern looked at her, his eyes gentle. He just nodded, and they started walking again. 

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I must seem mad.” 

      “Yes,” he said and she smiled despite everything. 

      “Do you ever get over seeing something like that?” she asked. “So many dead...” 

      His strides were long and she struggled to keep up with him. “Of course,” he told her. Then he sighed. “Not really. I suppose you just get used to it.” 

      After a moment she said, “What if we don’t find them?” He didn’t reply. “What if I can’t find a way home? Fern, what if I’m stuck here forever on my own?” 

      Fern glanced at her and shook his head. “You’re not alone.” 

      Jane looked down at the ground as they walked, feeling caught off guard like she always did when she was around him. “You have your own life, Fern. I can’t ask you to keep helping me like this.” 

      “You’ve not once asked for my help,” he reminded her, smiling. “I’ve offered it each time. And you know Jane, it’s not up to you—I rather like following gorgeous girls around and frustrating them to their wits end.” 

      Jane blushed, but covered it with a derisive laugh. “You do frustrate me,” she muttered. 

      He only grinned. “Is that why you want to learn how to fight? So you can lop my head off next time you lose that temper of yours?” 

      “Partly. But mostly because I don’t want to have to rely on you every time we get into trouble.” 

      He nodded slowly, and then spread his hands. “Tell me, Jane,” he asked lightly, moving to walk backwards in front of her and winking. “Do you have a fiancée?” 

      She stared at him. “I’m only seventeen.” 

      “Yes? Do not tell me you are not yet promised to anyone?” He looked truly surprised. 

      Jane started to laugh. “Fern, in my country you don’t get ‘promised’. You marry whomever you fall in love with. And certainly not when you’re still a teenager!” 

      “So nobody has suitors until they are older? How much older?” 

      Jane frowned, a bit confused. “We don’t get married until we’re older, but we have girlfriends or boyfriends before that,” she explained. 

      “Then do you have a boyfriend?” 

      Jane opened her mouth and then shut it again, feeling flustered. “I’m perfectly happy on my own. I don’t need someone else to make me feel better about myself,” she said. 

      He watched her as they walked. “I’m not sure I understand,” he murmured. “Loving someone isn’t about making yourself feel better. It’s about sharing your happiness with them and making them feel better.” 

      Jane didn’t know what to say. She folded her arms and then unfolded them again. “I take it you have a girlfriend then.” 

      “I have many.” 

      Jane stopped walking and looked at him. “What? Are you trying to be funny?” 

      “Not this very second,” he replied, his eyebrows arched. “A ‘girlfriend’ is someone you spend time with, but don’t intend to marry, yes?” 

      “I suppose. Sometimes.” 

      “Then I have many.” 

      “Your arrogance astounds me, Fern,” Jane snapped suddenly, shifting the mood between them. 

      “It does, does it?” he murmured. 

      “Yes. In fact, it infuriates me.” 

      “Well good, I am glad to have had some tiny impact on the Ice Queen,” he said flatly, surprising Jane. 

      “What, no witty retort? No goofy grin?” she asked. “Aren’t you going to sing a song and make me laugh just to get out of the moment?” 

      “I won’t bother, since you seem to resent my efforts so much,” he snapped. “How about instead I just let you stew on your temper and sulk?” 

      “I do not sulk!” Jane said. 

      Fern stopped walking and turned towards her, their faces only inches apart. “You’re killing me, Jane,” he exclaimed. His eyes seemed to glow with intensity. Her heart thumped painfully in her chest. “You who are so content to be alone, never needing help from anyone.” 

      “Oh, so you do have the capacity to feel something other than amusement or self appreciation!” 

      “I do when I’m around you,” he growled angrily. 

      “Well you’re killing me too—you can’t take anything seriously. No wonder you have to have so many girls—you couldn’t possibly allow yourself to get into a situation that might be real! And how could you ever presume to tell me what love is, when clearly you have no idea at all?” 

      They stared at each other, breathing heavily. And suddenly Jane felt strange, hot and prickly, covered in goose-bumps and her stomach churned. Her face was flushed with excitement and fury, and her heart felt like it might beat out of her chest. Fern took a tiny step towards her, making something in her head scream out in warning. What was he doing? Her eyes flickered away from his, needing to break the contact, and were caught by something in her peripheral vision. 

      They had come, without even realising it, to the edge of a wide river. Jane gasped, as she spotted something flickering in the water. She tore away from Fern and stumbled to the river bank. 

      A lifeless body stared up at her with vivid blue eyes. Jane almost gagged. 

      “Jane, what are you...?” she heard Fern behind her, but it was as if he were very far away. 

      The body wasn’t floating; it was just sitting in the water, swaying with the tide. Its skin was grey and clammy. It was dead—a corpse—but it was moving. 

      It pointed a shrivelled finger up at Jane and beckoned her to the water. The sightless eyes peered out, capturing her, pulling her downwards. With a splash Jane didn’t notice, she was under the surface in a beautiful water world. She couldn’t breathe, but when she saw the figure, she forgot her burning lungs. 

      She was now floating before a radiant woman—no longer the bloated corpse Jane had shrunk away from, but a beautiful, young, living woman. Long blue hair billowed around her naked torso. But below the hips was something exquisitely strange. A blue fish’s tail, long and slim, flowed where her legs should have been. 

      It was a mermaid, and just as beautiful as she had ever imagined one to be. But the eyes were scary hollows that seemed to hold ages within their depths. 

      It reached out and touched Jane’s throat with a long slim finger and the pain in Jane’s chest stopped and she could breath again. 

      The mermaid spoke in a deep seductive voice. “Do not feel with your mind, Jane. Feel with this.” 

      She pressed her hands over Jane’s heart, then moved them up, so that they were resting on either side of Jane’s head. Staring deeply into the mermaid’s eyes, Jane saw to the ends of this earth and back again, and everything within it. And then she saw what she had most desperately wanted to see. 

      Harry was in a hall with Luca and Anna. He looked angry, as though he had been through a great deal. Anna and Luca both looked healthy, but something worried them. The vision faded before Jane had a chance really to see where they were. A little groan escaped her lips at the disappointment, and the mermaid struggled hard to hold control of Jane’s mind. 

      The girl shook her head and met the eyes of the mermaid. “Where are the others—Mia and Jack?” 

      The mermaid hesitated briefly, then decided that it was best she knew. “Safe. They are safe. But you will not see them for a long time. They have a journey of their own to complete before the six will meet again. It is important that you do not look for them.” 

      Jane’s mind was pulled away from her friends, and she now saw the sacred race of the unicorns blossom from the earth. She saw their beauty and grace, and loved them with all her heart. Jane cried out when she saw them hunted and killed by men for the rare healing magic of their horns. 

      The mermaid lost her power over Jane, but before the girl could struggle free, she grasped Jane’s head tightly, and with a huge burst of power, sent a vision into her mind. There was still something more important to show the girl. 

      Jane saw Leostrial on his stolen throne. She knew of his inhuman powers from Fern’s stories. Then she saw a change come over the king. Like a shadow. Jane felt fear creep into her heart. She stared into his black eyes, full of hatred, and she cried out again at the power he held. Something had filled him with unnatural hatred and fury and had made him more powerful than she could imagine. She could not tell what he wanted, and this was what scared her, because she knew that with the power he held, he could do anything. 

      Then, last of all, she saw something that made her gasp. She saw the one God—The Great One, who had ruled alone over Paragor since its beginning, and she saw all the atoms inside him split apart and become many Gods, each to rule over an element of the world—life, death, love, war, even the earth and the ocean—each less powerful than they had been as one. Then, understanding the true power of the Gods and where it lay, it ended. Her eyes snapped open, but she wasn’t the same anymore. Her mind held a knowledge that no human had ever held before. 

      Jane couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t feel anything. Her body was numb with the burden of what she had seen. 

      The mermaid withdrew her hands and looked with despair on the lovely girl floating before her. Bloodred tears streamed down the mermaid’s face. Jane was dying. The weight of seeing something so powerful was killing her. Humans were not equipped to see The Great One. Jane had needed to see him, and the Mermaid tried to explain. 

      “Without knowledge, you cannot understand, Jane. And you need to understand what it is you must do. Now you can begin to feel. Feel with your whole body and soul, not just your head. You must save this world. And to do this, you must feel love, unlike ever before. Love will overcome.” 

      “I don’t want to save the world.” The thought surfaced like a bubble out of Jane’s mind, and the mermaid stilled. Then finally, because she did not know what else to say, she uttered the simple words, “You must.” 

      Then she reached out and tied something around Jane’s neck—the only thing that would save Jane, but the girl was too exhausted to look. 

      The Mermaid lifted her onto the bank of the river, and kissed her on the forehead. She whispered one final thing in Jane’s ear, and then she was gone. Jane was left lying on the ground in a state beyond healing by anything human, completely overwhelmed with the weight of what she had seen. The last thing she saw before she sank into unconsciousness were Fern’s grey eyes as he stared down at her. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 10

      It had only been a day since Samshon had healed Anna, but concern for her friends had grown as each hour passed. She felt lucky to be alive and to have crossed over to a safe place in Paragor. But she had no idea if the others had been so fortunate. So when she saw the two figures in the doorway, she let out a cry of relief as some of her fears were extinguished. She rushed to her friends. One of them had seen her, and was now racing just as fast and as wildly to get to her. 

      Then they met, and Harry grabbed Anna tightly. In their haste to reach each other, they bumped lips and Anna laughed hysterically. Harry grinned. Luca was at their side. Harry turned and gave his friend a big hug. 

      “All right?” Luca asked softly. 

      Harry grinned and nodded. 

      Anna noted the lines of exhaustion on his face, but she stilled her worries for the moment in her happiness at seeing him. 

      Satine stood in the open doorway, struggling to close the huge doors. They were enormously heavy, and no one had moved to help her. The unicorns had taken off back into the sky the moment she and Harry had dismounted, leaving them with no chance to say goodbye. 

      Satine smiled as she watched the three Strangers greet each other. She was happy for them, but at the same time couldn’t quite focus on them. Trying to quell the frantic beating of her heart, Satine’s eyes swept the hall, but he was nowhere to be seen. She had almost wished that he would not be there, even after seven long years. It would be too hard to see him in public. 

      Out of nowhere, Satine heard a quiet cough behind her, and instinctively knew who it was. She took a deep breath and turned to face him. He was exactly how she remembered him—dark and fierce, tall, sharp. 

      Would he be the same? The boy she had once known? Had once loved? And, more terrifyingly, what would he think of her? 

      Her eyes drank him in hungrily, but she made sure to avoid his gaze. His dark eyes would capture her, and she needed to be composed. 

      “Interesting entrance,” Prince Accolon of Uns Lapodis murmured, laughter in his eyes. His tone was mocking. Gods, if only he knew the truth. She didn’t even know their son’s name. How could she tell him she’d let the child be sent away? 

      She turned away from him without a word, and walked to where the king sat. Satine and Accolon knew how to act in public so that their secret was safe. He had once written her a song, she remembered. That was the closest he had come to publicly admitting that he loved her. She’d been sixteen, and he’d been living in her father’s palace for tutoring. Accolon had stood during the nightly meal and, in front of the whole court, sung Satine a love song he’d been writing in secret. Gods, she’d been so embarrassed! Her cheeks had burned, and afterwards she’d yelled at him in fury. 

      “How could you be so obvious? The whole kingdom no doubt knows our personal affairs!” 

      “Calm down,” he’d implored. “Nobody knows for whom it was written! Even now they are speculating in the taverns that it was some nobleman’s daughter of whom I sang.” 

      Satine had stared at him. And then she’d said, “Why don’t they speculate that it was about me? Don’t I seem good enough for you?” making him laugh. 

      “There’s no pleasing you, is there?” 

      She had never forgotten that song, not one word of it. She could hear it again, even if others could not. 

      But this was not the time to reflect on the past. Satine needed to speak to the king, and show him the stolen diagrams. It felt like a great weight had been lifted from her shoulders to know that this was the end—she needn’t go back to Lapis Matyr ever again. The thought niggled at her. 

      “Satine, what are you doing here?” The king’s eyes were cold. He seemed angry. 

      “I had to come,” she said awkwardly. She had not expected him to be this unwelcoming. 

      “I should have known you would not be able to finish this one single thing for me. Your job was vital, yet you threw it away. One cannot rely on a woman.” He shook his head. “Nothing could be so important that you should leave.” 

      “Not even a Bright One?” she asked. 

      Cries of wonder rang out from the crowd. Clearly, the people of Gaddemar’s court had not known how many Strangers had crossed over at once. The king’s eyes snapped over to Harry, Anna and Luca. His composure lapsed for a moment. Then his face hardened. “No. Not even a Bright One.” 

      “What do you mean?” Satine cried. “He is one of the Six, you fool! No position could be as important as his.” Satine had always believed in the prophecy, but perhaps she had gone too far in speaking so to the high king. 

      The corners of his mouth twitched with fury, and he said, “This is treason. You know the penalty for treason, Satine.” And with a wave of his hand, two soldiers came forward to take hold of her. But Satine was ready. 

      The first guard to reach her was dealt with quickly—a sharp blow to the head knocked him out. The second guard drew his sword. 

      Satine’s curved sabre was ready. Three more guards entered with drawn swords. 

      She looked at the king from amongst the circle of men, “Think what you are doing, Gaddemar. It is unjust, after all I have done for you!” But he only shook his head and waved the men on. 

      She had dealt with four men before, but not men that were supposed to be on her own side. The difficulty would be in trying to defeat them without killing them. Her battle fury was starting to come upon her though. She dreaded these moments when she had almost no control over her body. She was going to have to fight these men whilst fighting her own fury. She heard in the distance the King telling her to give up. She couldn’t though. She still had a war to fight. She was not going to die now, after surviving so much. 

      As the guards rushed at her, Satine ducked and weaved, thrusting and slashing with her sword. The four men she had first faced were already down, and she now fought ten others. She could beat a hundred if needed. Her sword found flesh again and again. It twisted and turned, seeking movement. But then she saw Accolon through all the men, raising his sword to try and help her, and she faltered. She would not be the one to turn Accolon against his father. Satine looked him in the eyes and shook her head. But he did not back down. Moving forward to the circle of men, he was about to start slashing. 

      Her sword clattered to the ground. There were fifteen men on the ground. They did not move. Accolon gazed at her as they carried her out, and from out of her sleeve she managed to slip the scrolls into his hand, whispering, “Use these properly, and look after the Strangers.” And then she was gone. 

      ***


      After it all, Harry was able to think back and replay the events that had just occurred. But at the time it all happened so fast. He didn’t have a chance to understand that she was going to die. 

      “What’s going to happen to her?” Harry heard Luca ask. 

      “The penalty for treason is death by burning,” Accolon replied. 

      Harry felt dazed. It had all been for him. Everything she had done had been for him. 

      Harry looked at the king in horror. 

      Then he turned to his friends. “We have to do something.” His words were aimed mainly at the prince, but Accolon was not listening. He was staring at his father with a look of fury. 

      “Accolon. Accolon!” The prince finally looked over at Harry. “We have to do something.” 

      “I know that,” Accolon snapped, “Come with me.” And so, with a heavy heart, Prince Accolon lead the three Strangers on what he knew to be a very desperate rescue mission for the spy of Burmia. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 11

      It was a cold morning in the village of Torr when Ria finally realised that her life was to be devoted to song. She left the mother and father who had gone through so much to give her life, and went off to seek more. More of what, she didn’t know. Just more. 

      She was young, just sixteen, but she had known much pain in her life. Born a girl in an era of men, her nights had been cold and unforgiving. Who would want a girl child in a time of hard labour and survival? 

      Ria had been a hard worker and hadn’t given her parents any reason to regret the fact that she was a girl, but she had lived a childhood of loneliness. 

      She didn’t do things like a girl. She played with the boys and dreamt of joining the king’s courageous army of fighting soldiers. The only thing that had set her apart was her voice. Her parents had noticed the quality of it from a very young age, and she had been singing at gatherings in the town all her life. It brought in good coin for the family, but it had made her susceptible to the lonely men in the town. 

      She was one of the only young women in the town. So she had been forced to teach herself violent methods of defence. By the time she was fourteen, she could fight as savagely as any man in Torr, and this fact soon became known around the town, leaving her to her much sought-after solitude. 

      Her last year in Torr was a peaceful one in that respect. 

      But not in any other. The plague hit the edge of their beautiful grape-growing town. Ria’s family were spared, but those around them were left to perish, with huge boils and weeping sores on their skin. Her father owned a small vineyard from which they made ice wine, a rare delicacy. This should have brought them money, but her father grew old and his once sharp skills were fading. In the aftermath of the plague, there were not many people left to work for him, and trade slowly dropped. They began to live on only the bare necessities—bread and water. It was then that she realised she had to do something to save her family. 

      On a cold morning in late winter, her prayers were answered. A company of musicians rolled in with the wind and back out again, with Ria as their singer. 

      Mercuro, the leader of the band, was a hugely obese man, but held a kind heart in his bulky chest. He heard Ria singing in a tavern that night and demanded that she join his company, much to Ria’s absolute relief. 

      She was with that company for the best part of two years until she turned eighteen, and its people (mostly men) had become like a second family to her. It was with them that Ria first sang in the royal palace for King Cornelius and his celebrated son. After a week in Sitadel, the capital city of Cynis Witron, Ria saw where the true loyalty of the kingdom lay. The young prince, half Elf, commanded his armies with trust and affection. It was clear that he loved his people and had a fierce pride in his country that demanded love for him in return. He excelled in everything he did—sports, dancing, speaking and not least of all fighting—only making him more loved. After a week of her company’s stay in the city, and several royal performances, Fern had personally professed his admiration for her work, and quickly became one of Ria’s closest friends. 

      Their first performance on the night of their arrival took place in front of the whole city, including the prince and his father. It was talked about for years after, and their songs became the most famous in the country. The group was regularly invited to Sitadel to perform at the palace, and every time they visited, the prince sought her out. She did not, however, kid herself that his affection was anything more than it seemed—everyone knew he flirted outrageously with every woman he came across. 

      By this time, her name was known all over the country. Ria continued to send money to her parents but had never been back. It was at the end of those two years that she decided it was time for her to tour on her own. 

      She travelled the country for over a year, and then finally she headed home. It was in a large, popular tavern in Luglio, a town by the ocean where she had stopped overnight, that things began to change in her life, for something was made terribly clear. 

      The people of Luglio were renowned for their music and their arrogance. The Luglians said that the only good musicians (with few exceptions) came from their town, and this was precisely the reason for Ria’s presence. She would dearly love to show them that this was not so, for she was not without a definite streak of her own pride. 

      She was sitting at a popular table towards the back of the room with a group of new friends. They were all drinking large quantities of Amalian ale. 

      After a long argument on the usual topic of conversation—the quality of music in different cities —a man called Stevan said, “I will wager that Luglians are truly the best singers. I am sick of always talking about it.” 

      This was exactly what Ria had been waiting for. Wagers were bound to break out if a subject was argued about for long enough. 

      “And how do you propose to prove something like that?” another man asked. 

      “With a challenge, of course!” Stevan replied with a grin, “I’ll sing against our little Torran friend here in a contest. Then we shall see whether Luglians really are better singers than Torrans.” 

      Ria smiled graciously. She hadn’t been setting herself up this whole time for nothing. She had been in Luglio for five days now, but hadn’t yet offered to sing. She had been unnoticed by most of the men there, so they were surprised when Stevan challenged her. 

      “How would you know if I can sing at all? I might be misrepresenting my town.” she said. 

      “Well, I don’t know. It’s up to you.” He smiled charmingly. 

      Ria snorted with laughter. “What will you bet?” 

      After a moment’s thought he replied softly, “Fifty silver pieces.” There was a chorus of gasps around them. Fifty silver pieces was a lot of money. More than Ria had. But this was the wager she had been hoping for. “You have a deal.” 

      Everyone within earshot cheered. This was what the people of Luglio loved. 

      A man next to Ria stood up on the table and blew a horn. The barman looked over at them and scowled at the commotion. The man ignored him, and in a huge voice called, “Attention! There has been a challenge!” He had to pause for a moment to wait for the roar of approval to die down. “Stevan del Luglio has stated that Luglians are the best singers in the country. Not an unusual comment, no?” he conceded and there was a trickle of laughter. “He has therefore challenged Ceridwen del Torr to defend the honour of her city, to prove his statement false, and sing in a contest against Stevan. One song each, any instrument allowed. The winner will receive fifty silver pieces from the loser!” 

      The people were ecstatic! It was well known that Stevan was a very good musician with a warm tenor voice. They wondered who this stranger from Torr was. There was a definite favourite, and wagers were made around the room hurriedly. 

      “After you, my lord.” Ria gestured to the lone stool that had been set up in the middle of the room. The tavern was packed. People crowded up on the balcony, peering down eagerly, and the people in the upstairs rooms had all come out to listen. Stevan had to push through bodies to get to the stool, and there was silence as they watched him take out his lute. 

      He was very good. There was no denying it, but he had chosen a song not suited to his voice. It was a Luglian song of lost love—the same as any other Luglian love song. When he finished, the crowd went wild, knowing the song had been sung well, and they were bursting with pride for their local boy who was going to prove they were the best. 

      Stevan walked back to Ria. He had a smirk on his face, and this was what brought the laugh to her lips before she could hold it back. Steven looked confused for a moment, and then he sat down heavily. Ria was briefly regretful at having to do this to him—in all fairness he was good, and she hoped she wasn’t going to be ruining his career. She had also liked him when he hadn’t been talking about music. But, after all, fifty silver pieces was a lot of money. 

      So Ria—who the Luglians thought to be Ceridwen—pulled out her harp and made her way to the stool. Harps were very rare. They had been used in ancient times, and had long been out of fashion. But Ria loved hers. She was well known for her harp playing, and she knew it might be a give away, but she needed its help tonight. Its name was Collinia, and was treasured above all else, having been a gift from the prince after her first performance at the royal palace. 

      She plucked a few strings and listened to the pure notes float up. Then she began. She started with only the harp to lead her in. Then she lifted her voice to sing a lament to the dead. Some might have said that a night like this, cheerful and happy, was not meant for such a deeply sorrowful song. But in the end, not one of the people listening complained for the lost joviality. 

      Ria sang from deep in her heart about the plague that had swooped in and killed so many, leaving their loved ones with images of suffering as their last memories of those who were lost. Her voice floated pure with sorrow and beauty, and it seemed, as it always did, that she left her body then. She hadn’t sung this song in public before. It was her first composition and it touched every person there. 

      When Ria del Torr finished her song, the tavern was frozen in an unnatural silence. 

      They looked at her strangely, and there was awe in their faces as she took Collinia and walked back to her seat. 

      Stevan stared at her for a moment, then said quietly, though it carried to everyone, “That was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard. Who are you?” 

      There was another silence, as she thought about what her answer would be, but it was broken for her. 

      “It seems you have been fooled,” a voice came from next to the door. The crowd parted slightly and Fern, Prince of Cynis Witron, walked slowly into the room to stand next to the stool. He was a full head taller than the tallest man there. The silence ended amidst urgent whispers, and everyone sank to the floor in obeisance. He waved them up quickly but continued to look at Ria. People strained to see him, their beloved prince. 

      Ria sighed. He was going to ruin her cover. 

      “How so, my lord?” asked Stevan hesitantly after a few minutes. 

      The prince looked at Ria and grinned. Then, in a voice pitched to carry, he said, “The woman you now know as Ceridwen is actually my good friend Ria del Torr. I’m sure you’ve all heard of her, and if you knew this fact, you would never have made a bet with her.” The room was alive with wonderment—it had all fallen into place. Ria was almost as loved as the prince himself. And they were both here in this tavern in Luglio! 

      Ria said tiredly, “I am sorry for the deceit. Keep your money, Stevan.” She stood to leave, but was frozen to the spot as the whole tavern cried out for her to stay. So she did, and the prince too. And Stevan gave her half the money. He apologised profusely, and admitted it was only because he really didn’t have fifty silver pieces. 

      “Why did you do that?” she asked the prince irritably. He grinned widely. 

      “Because you don’t need that money as much as he does,” Fern replied cheerfully. “And I love to see you fume.” 

      She felt like flinging him an insult, but you didn’t do that to a prince, no matter how close you were to him. “What are you doing here?” Ria snapped instead. 

      He shrugged and took a gulp of wine. “Enjoying the music, the atmosphere.” She narrowed her eyes and he sighed. “Ria, I think you need to go home. There is something happening. I am on my way to the top of the mountain to see the wise man, but I don’t know what’s going to happen in the meantime.” 

      “What are you going to see him for this time?” 

      Fern gave a woeful sigh and then grinned. “Nothing important. My mother begs me to marry. I need to know if it’s the right time for me.” 

      “And you can’t make that decision on your own?” 

      Fern shrugged. “The man knows me. Indeed, he seems to know everything. In any case, you need to head home, and be careful about it.” 

      “What are you talking about?” she asked. 

      “I’m not sure ... Just go home, see your parents. Something is changing.” 

      “Fern, I don’t understand—” 

      “I don’t understand it myself, Ria. But try to trust me.” 

      She nodded slowly. “All right. I was on my way home anyhow. When will I see you again?” 

      “When the Gods deem you lucky,” he grinned and finished off his drink. Setting the cup down and kissing her on the cheek, the prince left the tavern, much to the disappointment of those around him. 

      Ria watched him go and poured herself another glass of wine. 

      There were too many layers in the world for her to hope to understand. You left the hard things for the people in charge, and you obeyed your prince. The rest was up to the Gods. 

      ***


      “I wanted to ask you something, Mother,” Silven said. “After I spoke to Cornelius and we arranged the treaty he wanted to send an envoy to stay with us for a season as a sign of good faith. How would you feel about humans staying here with us for a while?” 

      Liensenne stood next to the sending stone and peered in. “Yes. That’s fine,” she told her son. 

      “Really?” Silven repeated, surprised. “Thank you.” 

      “You’re welcome,” she replied distractedly, “You should not have doubted I would allow it.” 

      “I have every reason to doubt, Mother,” he replied softly and she looked at him. 

      “Too many times we have had this discussion, Silven. We cannot come to an agreement, but while I am queen, would you please see it as your duty to take my lead in such things?” 

      He frowned and she saw his shoulders slump. 

      “Our future lies in an alliance with the humans,” he said carefully, not wanting to back down just yet but knowing it was ground they had covered many times. She was their queen, and his mother, older than him, but he was not without a measure of his own wisdom and courage. 

      “And I say it does not,” she replied. 

      Eben said softly, “You know that the others agree with me. Silven and Fern. And they agreed with ... the lost prince. You have not forgotten why he left?” 

      Her eyes flashed. “I forget nothing, least of all betrayal of my own kin.” 

      He shrugged and continued. “Then you know what this can mean if we so choose. It might be different this time. The princes, united, have the power to overthrow you, Mother.” 

      She froze, and a terrible sadness came into her eyes. “You would do this thing, would you?” she asked after a long time. 

      “In the name of the mother goddess, do not make me do it!” he said desperately. 

      She shook her head. “Perhaps we can talk about this later.” She looked back down at the stone and carefully placed her hands over it. There were ancient stones like these placed all over the world. Most humans thought them to be ornamental relics of a time long past, but to the Elvish people, they were communication devices. As she peered into its dark depths, the queen’s eyes widened. “The sending stone shines.” 

      Silven stood abruptly, his eyes betraying him. “Who is calling?” 

      “It’s Fern,” Liensenne whispered. “Your cousin needs help in the valley. Take a score of armed men.” 

      “What is it?” 

      She shook her head slowly, trying to hear the rushed, clumsy message her son had sent. “Sabre-tooths,” she replied, her brow furrowed. “Many of them. Go, Eben—you must hurry!” 

      And he did go, but first he turned to her, “I am so sorry. Let us not think on this again.” 

      Then he rode hard to save his brother. It was a long way, but Elvish horses are swift, and in the end they made it just in time. The fight in the valley had been a small one in his experience, but men had still been killed, so it was as terrible as any other. 

      Now there was the matter of finding out why the beasts were banding together and moving north. It was uncharacteristic for them to be travelling in such large numbers. But he would sort that out with Fern when they got back to the city. There were people to be healed. 

      Elixia recovered, and Cornelius ordered the army back to Sitadel. He and his daughter would make their way to the docks in order to sail to Uns Lapodis—there was business to be discussed, not least of all the strange behaviour of the beasts. 

      Prince Fern and his friend were planning on spending a night in the ice city, but no more, as they too had to leave for the high city as soon as possible. There was going to be a war council, and Cynis Witron needed its army commander there. 

      ***


      Jane had awoken on the bank of the river not long after her ordeal with the mermaid, and Fern’s worried face hovered above her. 

      The first thing she’d noticed was the small, white, perfectly round pearl hanging around her neck on a chain of gold. A healing gift. Jane knew that there was something strange about it. She could feel its power seeping into her, giving her life, taking away her weariness, helping her bear the burden of what she had been shown. It was a gift greater than she could know just then, but she made sure she tucked it safely under her shirt, where none but she would know about it. 

      “Jane!” Fern said loudly. She winced and looked at him. “Thank the gods,” he breathed, shaking his head and sitting back. “I thought you were dead.” 

      Jane struggled to sit up. 

      “What just happened?” he asked. 

      “I don’t know,” she said. “What did you see?” 

      “One minute you were standing on the river bank, the next minute you were in the water. I couldn’t even see you, and then a moment later you were back on the bank, unconscious, and I have no idea how you got there. It was as if you were drained of everything.” 

      “I suppose I had been,” she said, and then began to weigh up how much to tell. Was this something you could tell? Or was it too strange? “I met a mermaid, Fern.” 

      He stilled, and she knew she had his undivided attention. 

      “She showed me things. I don’t really know ... I don’t understand them. But some of the things ... I saw ... I cannot describe it to you. But she did show me Leostrial.” 

      Fern had a dark look on his face. He waited for her to go on. 

      “He is ... dangerous. He frightened me. We need to do something.” 

      “Do you know what he is planning? Does he want to attack us?” 

      “I don’t know,” she said helplessly. “I’m sorry.” 

      “We need to go to Uns Lapodis,” Fern said eventually, his face grim. “We can talk to King Gaddemar and decide what to do about this.” 

      “Where is Uns Lapodis?” she asked wearily. 

      “Over the sea. It is one of the three treaty countries of Paragor. I have told you about it before. It is the High Country, the most powerful of the three.” 

      Jane nodded. 

      “We’ll spend tonight in the Elvish castle and then head for the docks tomorrow.” 

      “What about my friends?” 

      “I have good reason to believe that they aren’t here—my father would know if they were. The next best place to look is Amalia, the capital of the High Country.” 

      “What if they landed on the side of a cliff like I did, and they were not lucky enough to have someone just wandering by?” 

      He looked at her slowly and shook his head. “I will do my best to find them. That’s all I can promise you.” 

      Jane looked at him. “Are you this charming to everyone?” 

      He flashed her a smile. “Of course. I’m a prince.” Which seemed an odd answer, and laced with a lot more than he had meant to express. 

      There was silence between them for a moment. “I’m sorry—” they both started to say at once. Fern laughed and said, “Let me go first. I was unforgivably rude. Forgive me.” 

      Jane shook her head. “I don’t know what came over me. I’m sorry.” 

      “Are we going to fight over who is the sorriest?” he asked and she laughed. 

      “If we did, I’d win,” she said. Something else came to her mind. “Fern, how do you know Eben and Silven and the Elves?” 

      He gave her a quick sideways look. “They are ... they are my relations,” he replied. “I am an Elf,” he said gently. 

      Jane stared at him. 

      Of course. His ears were too pointy, his eyes too vividly grey, he was too tall and so strangely beautiful. He moved differently—more gracefully than anyone she had ever seen. It had never occurred to her that he might actually not be human. 

      “Well, half-Elf,” he added, and when Jane didn’t say anything, he asked, “Do you find me repulsive now that you know I am not fully human?” 

      “No!” she replied quickly. “Of course not. But why didn’t you tell me?” 

      “I didn’t think it was necessary. I should tell you that I am also the third prince of the Elves.” 

      “You are prince of two different races? I don’t understand,” she said slowly. 

      “My mother is the Queen of the Elves. She had an Elvish husband and a child named Eben with him. He was first prince. The second prince, Silven was the son of the queen’s brother, and is my cousin. Then her husband died, and many years later she fell in love with my father, who is King of Cynis Witron, and human. It didn’t last long—just long enough for me to be born. I don’t know what happened—my mother has had a vendetta out against my father—well, all humans, actually—ever since. In any case, I am therefore rightful prince of each land.” 

      “Why didn’t you tell me? I’ve probably been acting in a manner most unfitting for the company of a prince,” Jane joked. 

      “Yes, I suppose you have. But that’s part of the fun. Promise me that you will not change your attitude towards me?” 

      “You said I was rude and outspoken,” she teased. 

      But he only smiled. “You are far too arrogant by half, but people don’t change, so I won’t hold it against you.” 

      Jane opened her mouth to say something cutting to wipe the smile off his face, but found that she too was smiling. “So, who else are you the prince of? Ogres? Fairies?” she asked, almost exasperated. 

      “Only the mermaids,” he grinned. 

      Jane rolled her eyes and punched him in the arm. “Lame. Have you ever seen one, though?” she asked. 

      “No. They’re rare. I have heard of very few occasions when they have shown themselves, and then only ever to women. Perhaps that’s why I couldn’t see either of you in the water.” 

      “Why would she have spoken to me?” Jane asked. The last thing she wanted to admit to was the sickening feeling of foreboding in her stomach when she thought about the words. “You have to save this world.” 

      “Well, she obviously showed you Leostrial for a reason,” he said quickly and then changed the subject. “How many of you crossed over?” 

      “Six, including me,” Jane replied absently, “but Fern, why would she—?” 

      “Six?” he exclaimed. “You are you sure that all six crossed?” 

      “The mermaid showed me Luca, Anna and Harry first—they were in some sort of stone hall. It was huge, and they were surrounded by people, almost like a ball.” She smiled briefly at the thought of it, then quickly sobered at the look on Fern’s face. “But the other two, Jack and Mia, well I don’t know where they are at all. The mermaid said not to look for them, that they would turn up when the time was right.” 

      “Six Strangers in Paragor,” he murmured to himself. “Truly?” 

      “Yes. That’s what I just said.” 

      Fern didn’t speak. He stared into the distance, thinking hard. Jane looked at him carefully. There was something in his face that she could not quite read. 

      “What is it, Fern?” she asked again, and finally he turned to her, a strange mixture of elation and worry in his eyes. 

      “There is a prophecy,” he said heavily. “Your coming has been foretold, Jane. You’re almost like gods here.” 

      It took her a moment to form sound. “Huh?” 

      “I will recite to you the words of The Great One.” 

      Fern took a deep breath and spoke the words that were known to all in Paragor, the one truth that had united the people of all the countries in Paragor. 

      “There will come a time when greatness is needed. Strength, passion—goodness. For, in the land of Paragor, an oppressor travels closer. Six is the sacred number, and it is only by looking beyond ourselves that we will find salvation, and only through courage, honour and love that we will defeat the darkness that threatens to consume us. 

      “It is too easy to give in to sorrow—too easy to make a friend of pain. But sometimes this can only be learnt through those that can see us with all our beauty and all our sorrow. Who can see us in all our splendour, and all our putrescence...” 

      Jane shivered. How could this be about her and her friends? “I believe you,” she whispered, “but surely it’s not us. Couldn’t it just be a coincidence?” 

      “Do you truly think that? There have never been six to cross over at once, not for thousands of years. This cannot be just coincidence.” 

      “But Fern ... how can I do anything?” 

      “I don’t know, Jane, but I am more and more sure that when the time comes, you will.” 

      Jane wished she could be as sure. She hesitated for a moment, then said, “I have seen The Great One.” 

      Fern frowned. “How?” 

      “She showed me, in the water ... but Fern, I don’t even understand how it was that I was able to see such a thing. I don’t want to ... I can’t talk about it to you. I wouldn’t know how to put it into words.” 

      He nodded, but how could he possibly understand what she had seen? It was a burden she had to carry alone. The pearl throbbed warmly against her chest. 

      “You are the six. We have called you ‘the Bright Ones’. It is your task to save Paragor from drowning in darkness. Your destiny.” 

      Jane frowned. Was her fate already written? Did she have no choices of her own to make? “I don’t believe in destiny,” Jane said and shivered. 

      They entered the ice city later that day and arrived in the midst of a gigantic celebration. Jane was given a huge fur cloak and hat, for it was bitterly cold in the Elf realm. She was dumbstruck by the city’s beauty, and Fern laughed at her delight. She was also amazed that she had no trouble walking on the ice for it was, curiously, not slippery. Fern told her later that it had been enchanted many years past so that humans too could live in the city. 

      A flurry of Elvish people whisked her up to the castle, all smiles and laughter. With so much on her mind, Jane found it difficult to join in their happy mood. 

      Jane was taken off to dress for the ball. Too confused to protest, she followed some female Elves into a room in the palace and waited as they spoke animatedly in their own language. 

      A young woman came to help her dress and Jane found herself staring unabashedly at her elegance. She was slender, and very tall, with a pixie-like quality that was so graceful it was stunning. 

      “My name is Athena,” she spoke shyly, her accent much thicker than Fern’s. 

      “I’m Jane.” 

      “I know,” the girl replied and smiled. Athena was humming a tune, and Jane tried to catch it. It was the melody Fern had been whistling on the mountain when she’d first awoken. 

      “What are you singing?” 

      Athena paused and smiled again. “Just a silly tune.” Jane frowned, and the girl shrugged. “It is an old song. Written, I think, when the world was young. About happiness, and finding lost loves. Nothing too meaningful.” 

      Jane watched her for a moment and smiled at how the girl glowed. “You seem so happy,” Jane said and the girl flushed. 

      “There is a man here tonight whom I am to marry and I have not seen him for some time,” Athena confided. “I am to perform the ice dance with him tonight. It is a formal announcement of betrothal,” she went on and Jane wanted to ask more, but just then Athena held up a startling green dress and Jane pulled away. 

      “I couldn’t wear that!” she protested. There was no back at all, and the neckline plunged far lower than anything Jane had ever worn. It was made from a beautiful silk material that shone and shimmered in the light and looked more expensive than Jane’s entire wardrobe. 

      “Oh, but you must,” Athena pleaded, “You would look just wonderful.” 

      “I would freeze.” 

      “The dining hall is heated for guests, unlike the rest of the castle—we are immune to the cold.” 

      Jane looked sceptically at the dress, and then the girl, but Athena was so adamant that eventually Jane surrendered—she was too tired to argue. 

      Athena helped her into the exquisite dress and Jane tried not to think about how she must look standing next to such a beauty. 

      Then the young Elf dressed her hair, threading tiny pearls into it to match her necklace. Her face was to be done last but when the time came Athena decided Jane needed only the slightest of green colouring on her eyelids to match the dress. 

      “You could be one of us, you are so fair.” 

      Jane flushed bright red and turned away quickly. 

      They entered the ice hall to find it full of hundreds of Elves, dancing and talking and laughing and drinking. On the far side there stood a row of five intricately carved thrones. On the largest sat the Elf queen, clothed in white to match her castle. To her right sat Fern, looking splendid in a green tunic and matching cap with a long red feather. On the queen’s left sat Eben, then Silven, in bright scarlet, and deep blue. Next to Fern was an empty throne and Jane wondered who would sit there. The music stopped as the women entered and all eyes turned appreciatively toward them. 

      “Welcome, Jane,” the woman spoke kindly. “I am Queen Liensenne. You of course know my sons, Princes Silven and Eben, and Prince Fern. Join the festivities and enjoy yourself for tonight. No doubt you will have many requests to dance—if I did not know better I would have thought you one of us,” she smiled at Jane. 

      The music resumed, a trickling melody played on instruments Jane had never seen before. Pipes, of some sort. 

      True to Liensenne’s word, Jane was asked to dance many times. She gently turned them all down but promised them her attention later. She didn’t know how to dance when one was partnered with an Elf. 

      She strolled around the ball with Athena, talking to other Elves. After a time they came to stand not far from the royal dais and Athena became flushed again. 

      “What’s the matter?” Jane asked. 

      “Oh, it is just that, remember how I told you I was betrothed? It was almost true, he has not yet asked me but I believe he will do so tonight.” Her cheeks were pink and her voice trembled. 

      “Which one is he?” 

      “Oh ... I should not...” 

      “Surely I’ll know when you dance with him.” 

      “Prince Fern,” Athena finally admitted. “Please don’t say anything,” the girl begged her. 

      An Elf woman standing nearby smiled and said, “You’re a lucky lady, Athena. There isn’t a lady in this city, nor one outside it who wouldn’t give anything to marry the third prince.” 

      Athena looked embarrassed and turned quickly to Jane. “You must know him by now—you’ve been travelling for days—has he said anything about it?” 

      “Of course,” spluttered Jane. “He spoke about you all the time. I hope you will both be very happy.” 

      Athena thanked her, but peered closely at Jane, making her realise that maybe she had underestimated the girl’s perceptivity. However, they could not talk any longer for the princes came to join them. 

      “Good evening, ladies,” Fern drawled. Jane tried to focus on looking pleased to see him when in fact she felt a little sick and wished she could leave. 

      Athena greeted him quietly and he smiled. Fern briefly met Jane’s eyes, then turned and led Athena to dance. It seemed to Jane that the revellers knew the pair were to wed; as they began to dance, everybody smiled and clapped. 

      It took Jane’s breath away. It began as Fern lifted Athena high above his head, her delicate body arching beautifully. They flowed and leapt through the air. Their bodies moved gracefully together. Up and down, lifts and throws and catches. 

      Jane’s heart thudded as she saw how beautiful Athena was. Eben appeared at her elbow. 

      “Quite a pair, aren’t they?” 

      “Yes,” she said quietly. 

      ***


      After the dance, Athena again stood with Jane, smiling calmly. 

      “You danced so well,” Jane said enthusiastically. The Elf was so dainty, and pretty, it almost made the heart ache at her fragility. “And Fern was a wonderful partner,” she added. 

      “He was,” she agreed cheerfully. 

      “You looked amazing together,” Jane said. 

      Athena brushed the compliment aside with a lazy gesture. She seemed less nervous after the dance. 

      Fern had joined his mother again at the throne. Jane’s eyes drifted back to him of their own accord. 

      ***


      Later in the night, Athena and Fern stood outside, a long way from the hall. Their feet and shoulders were bare, for they felt not the cold. 

      “You danced well tonight,” he said with a gentle smile. She could tell it was a relief for him to speak Elvish again after so long. 

      “And you also,” she replied stiffly. There had never been this awkwardness between them before. 

      “Why did you embarrass me that way tonight?” she asked gently and he frowned. 

      “I don’t understand.” 

      “Yes, you do. The dance of the ice is the dance of love. It is disrespectful to the mother Goddess to dance it badly; to dance it when you are not in love.” 

      Fern looked tired then. He sighed and shook his head, opening his mouth to say something but she forestalled him. 

      “You prance around without a care in the world, and it is no secret that you take pleasure from such freedom, from such a pick of lovers. I know it, and I have given you all the privacy you could have wanted, knowing that one day it would be different. We are to be married Fern, but tonight, you were so blatantly inattentive and unfocused that those watching us must be wondering strongly about your affections for me, if indeed you have any. Didn’t you think on how humiliating that would be for me?” She took a breath to calm herself. 

      There was a long silence. Fern stared down at the ground. The light in his eyes was gone and she was terrified for a moment that she’d gone too far. But then he took a breath, straightened his shoulders and looked up at her, and he was himself again. 

      “I am sorry, Athena,” he said. “I should have concentrated. In truth, I only did it badly because my mind was on other things. I was thinking about how ... I was going to ask you to be my wife tonight.” 

      She sucked in a breath—he was finally going to do it! She had been waiting a long time for this. 

      “Shouldn’t you have been even more attentive to me then?” she asked, but her tone was softer. 

      “Yes, Athena. As always, you are the one who rights my wrongs. I don’t know what I’d do without you,” he said playfully, and she could not help but smile. “I have already asked for your father’s permission, now I am looking for yours. Athena, you are a beautiful, kind, wonderful woman, and I would like to spend the rest of my life with you. Will you marry me?” He had done it in the human custom, on one knee. Athena let out her breath—he was so handsome, and so lovely. But there was something wrong. His eyes had not been for her tonight. 

      “But do you love me?” she whispered, feeling tears come to her eyes. She’d wanted this for so long. 

      He looked at her, but remained mute. 

      “Please,” she pleaded. “I need you to tell me.” 

      So he nodded. “Of course I do.” 

      ***


      “Mother, please—I’ve just returned, I don’t have time for this again.” 

      Queen Liensenne looked at her son and shook her head. “I’m tired of your frivolity. It is long past time for you to be married. You will do so, or you will no longer hold a place on the Elvish throne.” 

      Fern stared at her. 

      “Tonight will be the perfect chance for you to announce your betrothal to Athena.” 

      “Surely there will be a better time for this when I get back?” 

      “Who knows when that will be?” Liensenne said, her tone deadly. “You come and go as you please, without a care in the world, and you leave the poor girl to wonder if she will ever be married.” 

      “Athena and I are—” 

      “Perfect for each other. You’ve been very close friends for many years. What is the problem?” 

      “I don’t love her!” Fern snapped suddenly. “At least not like that.” 

      The queen’s eyes flashed dangerously and she said, very softly, “Please don’t tell me you’ve suddenly acquired a conscience where love is concerned. How many hearts do you think you’ve broken over the years, Fern?” 

      He didn’t say anything. 

      “Well here is your chance to atone for some of the mistakes you’ve made. Don’t let your people down.” 

      There was a very long silence. Fern stared at his hands. He was having trouble breathing. This was it then. The trap that was finally going to catch him. 

      “Fine,” he murmured softly on the exhaling of a breath. “I will propose. But then I travel for Amalia. There are more important things in this life than marriage.” 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 12

      Satine lay on the tiny patch of straw they had given her. The stone floors were cold under her feet.

      She had searched every inch of the cell, but it was impenetrable. There was no window, and the hinges were on the outside of the door. The door had a slit at eye level and another on the floor for her food to be passed through. Not a single crack pierced the walls, although she didn’t know what she would have done if there was—Gaddemar had taken all her belongings. She sat barefoot in a threadbare shift. 

      Satine was finding it hard to believe what had happened. Hard to believe Gaddemar could have turned on her like this. It was unthinkable. Then again, maybe it wasn’t. She had finished all the work she could do for him—she could gain no more information on Leostrial—he didn’t need her anymore. 

      Leaning back into the corner of the cell and shutting her eyes, Satine thought about Accolon. Her thoughts always went back to him, time and time again. She called up a memory she hadn’t thought about for a long time. She was thirteen, Accolon fifteen. It was seven years before he’d left and everything had changed. 

      They were in the armoury. Accolon was being fitted for new armour. He had been standing waiting for the armourer to return with a helmet when she had taken a sword (it was much too big for her then) and pointed it at his chest. She remembered the amusement in his eyes as he reached for a sword himself—a much bigger one. 

      “Be careful. Don’t swim out of your depth.” A rare grin had crossed his face, and then she struck—a quick blow to the shoulder, which was parried smoothly. They had fought then, a quick battle because she wasn’t really a match for him and the space was small. But that memory of their first fight was a precious one. She didn’t think she would ever see him again. Perhaps her last sight of him would be from the hanging pier. 

      Their love was a strange one—they had been very young, and most wouldn’t have believed that it was serious. But Accolon had been sent to study with her father for his adolescence—his own father didn’t have time for him—and they’d loved each other in that pure, untarnished love of youth. When she turned twenty, he’d been going to ask for her hand in marriage, Satine remembered. But before he’d had a chance, the tyrant from the sea had come and everything was changed. 

      Satine wished he’d known about their son. Wished she could have held the baby in her arms, even just once. 

      But she wasn’t about to delve into those sorrows. Not even now, before death. It was too hard, and she just wasn’t strong enough. 

      The thought of her death came as a regret to her. She was not afraid. The one despair was that she would never see anyone again. 

      Not even Leostrial, and that thought came as another pain. She’d worked so hard to see him defeated. Nothing was to be finished for her. Nothing ended, or closed. 

      But, she conceded, one could not always be granted one’s heart’s desire. Then she thought of her mother and father. Her mind didn’t stay on them for long though—that was an old wound, a numb pain. She didn’t want to think about how happy they’d been, so many years ago. Because that made her think of her father’s vacant eyes as he’d stared lifelessly up at her, and so too the way her mother had also died a little that day. 

      The eyeslit in the door slid open and a voice floated into the cell. “Your execution will be at sunset. Three hours.” The guard sounded apologetic. 

      “How is it to happen?” she cried out. 

      The slit opened again and the man on the other side hesitated before answering, “You are to be burnt.” 

      Burning was how they killed people who had done terrible things. It was agonising and slow. She would most likely choke on the smoke of her own burning flesh before she died from the flames. 

      It shouldn’t end like this. Not after everything she had been through. Not just for calling someone a fool. 

      ***


      Luca stood with Anna amidst a huge crowd, waiting for the execution. Everyone was packed into a large square right in the centre of Amalia. Most of the city’s inhabitants were there, for it had been a very long time since there had been a public execution. And apparently they didn’t believe in trials in Paragor. 

      The sun was setting and Luca started to worry Accolon’s plan was hardly foolproof. It relied too much on chance. 

      He and Anna had only a few minutes to play their part. Harry even less. But Accolon was clever and trustworthy, and Luca knew that if they were ever to succeed, it would be with him. 

      A murmur rippled through the crowd as they caught sight of the prisoner. Satine was led out onto the pier by several guards. Her hands were chained behind her back. It seemed they didn’t want to take any chances. They hadn’t even given her a proper dress to die in. She wore a small white shift, ripped and dirty, and her hair hung down her back in a blonde tangle. Her face was cold, her expressionless eyes set in dark hollows. Satine’s head was held high and she looked straight ahead as they pulled her roughly into position. 

      Satine’s hands and feet were tied to poles on either side of her. 

      The guards piled sticks around her feet. Luca, a look of pain on his face, turned to where King Gaddemar sat in his throne. He had trusted him. 

      Luca turned to Accolon, sitting on the dais with the rest of the royal family, his face unforgiving. The two chancellors sat by his side; Tomasso quiet and still, his face impassive, and Vezzet, uneasily watching Satine. 

      The kindling was ready. Oil was poured over it. There was cold determination in the king’s eyes. 

      “You are entitled to speak, Satine. Do so now if you will.” 

      Her voice rang out over the square, clear and defiant. 

      “I called you a fool, and for that I must die. But now I see you are more of a fool than I thought. I will not plead for my life, but I will say this: you must fight with everything you have. Fight and destroy Leostrial, or the world will be immersed in darkness, as the words of The Great One state, and you will be remembered as the king who could have saved us, but did not. Treasure the Strangers above all else. If you do not, you will fail.  And I will not be the only one who dies.” She paused and looked to the prince. Then she spoke to him in another language, a beautiful, flowing language that Luca didn’t understand. Just a few words, and then a smile and a shrug before she turned back to the king, and her face hardened again. Accolon did not have a chance to reply. 

      The king sighed and looked down at the floor, shaking his head. Without looking up, he gestured with his hand and two men came forward to light the fire. 

      But it didn’t light. 

      ***


      Satine hadn’t known the fire wouldn’t ignite. She knew nothing of the plan to save her. She had just been lead out of the cell and into the city square, through the crowd and onto the pier. She hoped her fear hadn’t shown on her face—she was determined to keep what little dignity she had left. So she had spoken her piece to Gaddemar, and then, with a heavy heart, had turned to Accolon. The words she had uttered were spoken in Elvish, the ancient language, because she hoped there would be fewer in the crowd who might understand it—the words were not meant for more than one set of ears. 

      Satine had seen the anguish in his eyes, and said, “Oh, dear one. Do not be sad for me. I will see you again in the end.” 

      But the fire had not lit. 

      “What is going on? Light it!” the king called. 

      One of the men turned to look at him, and holding up a stick he said, “My lord, the sticks—they are wet! It was not oil in the casket—it was water. They won’t light.” 

      Gaddemar clenched his fists, but his voice remained calm, “Then find dry sticks. The person who did this shall be punished.” The men hastened to obey. Satine could see Anna and Luca at the back of the crowd, but just then, as she looked at them, Anna fell straight to the ground in a dead faint. Luca looked down at her and gave a cry of shock. The people around them all turned to look at the commotion. Luca was calling out to the king—asking for aid, but to Satine’s horror, Gaddemar took one look at the two of them and turned back to the burning. 

      “Light it!” he snarled. 

      ***


      Luca was terrified. It wasn’t working. The king didn’t care about Anna, and was not falling for the diversion. It had only needed to be a second! Just a second that he was distracted, and it would have helped. Luca, panicked, turning to Accolon for some direction but the prince was no longer in his seat. 

      The men gathered dry sticks and again piled them around Satine. Gaddemar roared, “I’ve already told you what to do. Now do it!” 

      The men turned around to light the fire, and the sticks quickly burst into flames. They were about to turn back to their king for further instructions when there was a loud noise—like a gasp and a slight gurgle. When they looked at King Gaddemar, there were two arrows in his chest. 

      The crowd screamed as they realised what had happened. The queen stood and, with a shocked face, looked down on her dead husband. Then she screamed out, “Stop! Quench the fire! Look to your king!” 

      Two guards frantically tried to douse the fire with water, but the flames were not cooperative, and licked hungrily at Satine’s feet before going out. Shocked tears came to her eyes and she desperately blinked them away. 

      In the confusion there came the sound of hooves on the cobblestones and everyone in the square turned to see Harry charging through the crowd on a grey horse. People screamed and leaped out of the way, and in the chaos, Harry made it to the pier without hindrance—the guards didn’t know what their orders were, so all they could do was stand and watch in alarm. 

      At the pier, Harry used a swift movement to sever the ropes from Satine’s wrists and ankles, and then she was on the horse behind him. It took a moment for the queen to realise what was happening before she screamed out a command to seize the pair. But Harry was already well out of reach; heading somewhere they couldn’t be found. And in a moment, Anna was off the ground and hurrying with Luca to that same place. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 13

      “Thrust, Jane!” Fern yelled as Jane feebly attempted swordplay. “Just stop,” he sighed and shook his head. 

      “Stop yelling at me!” Jane shouted, “I might be able to do it if you weren’t yelling!” 

      “If you would concentrate then I wouldn’t have to yell.” 

      Jane took a deep breath to calm herself. It was much easier than it would have been before she’d been given the pearl. It gave her a warm feeling every time she thought about it. Curiously, the power of the pearl didn’t seem to work on Fern though. He was just as infuriating as he’d always been, and too distracting. 

      She swung the heavy sword in a wide arc, landing it on Fern’s shoulder. At least, it would have landed on his shoulder if he hadn’t managed to parry the blow with laughable ease, even when he hadn’t been looking. 

      “Would you like to rest?” he asked. 

      She was about to reply with a resounding ‘no’ when something completely different popped out of her mouth. “Congratulations on your engagement.” 

      His eyes met hers briefly before he looked at the ground. “Thank you.” 

      “All your girlfriends will be pleased, no doubt.” 

      He didn’t rise to the bait, only shrugged. “I was never misleading with anyone. A royal marriage is not something one just walks into lightly, Jane. My bride has always had to be of a certain rank.” 

      Jane’s eyebrows arched and she nodded, thinking about this. “How long have you and Athena been together?” 

      He frowned. “You mean courting? Our parents have wanted the marriage for some time. We’ve known each other many years.” 

      “Why didn’t you tell me about her?” Jane asked, making sure to sound casual. 

      He shrugged. “There are important things to be discussed other than marriages.” 

      Jane continued. “You said ... you said your parents want the marriage...?” 

      “Yes.” 

      “What about you, Fern? Do you?” 

      He took a slow breath, and finally after a moment he looked up at her gently. “Does it matter?” 

      She stared at him. “What do you mean? Of course it does.” 

      Suddenly he was grinning again. “No, sweetness, not for me it doesn’t. Not for a prince. There are certain expectations. But in the end it’s all the same isn’t it? Marrying one girl from the next? What does it matter who she is?” 

      Jane opened her mouth, then closed it again. There was a long silence. Then, “I can’t believe you just said that.” 

      He winked patronisingly at her. “Don’t try too hard, lady.” 

      “How do you think Athena would feel if she heard you say that?” 

      He shrugged carelessly, and Jane shook her head in disbelief. Suddenly he was serious. “We’re wasting time. Raise your sword.” 

      She sighed and again heaved the enormous blade into the air. 

      “You’d do better to hold it higher,” a voice offered from beside them. 

      They both wheeled to see a small, slim figure leaning tiredly against a tree. She had a long matt of mousy brown hair, and a plain, thin face, which showed signs of stress. A strangely-shaped thing in a leather case was slung on her back. Fern leapt over to take the girl in a big hug that lifted her off the ground. She laughed, but there was something tight about the sound. After struggling out of his arms, the girl gasped for breath and said, “Careful, Fern, I’m not one of your soldiers.” 

      “Are you all right, girl? You do not look well,” he asked in a low voice that Jane could only just hear. 

      “I’m fine, Fern,” the girl replied, “You’re worrying over nothing.” 

      “Did you go home like I told you to?” 

      She nodded. “Did you make it to the wise man?” 

      “Yes, I found Jane on the way down,” said Fern. He turned towards Jane. “This is Ria del Torr, the best and most accomplished singer in the land. I’ve known her many years, ever since she sang at the palace and changed lives,” he paused briefly to note Ria grimacing at Jane. “This is Jane,” he hesitated and then went on. “She is a Stranger.” 

      Ria raised her eyebrows. She seemed to handle Fern with ease and put him in his place quickly enough. She was small and quiet, and the lines around her eyes and mouth made her seem much older than she was. 

      “Fern, can we sit down? I have tidings for you,” Ria sighed. Before they could direct her to the campsite, she looked at Jane and said, “I take it she is trustworthy, so we may speak freely? I know why the sabre-tooths were massing to the north. You were right, though I know not how you realised—things have changed.” 

      Jane couldn’t hide the surprise she felt—a hand went up to cover her mouth. Fern’s expression was unchanged. 

      “You had better tell me,” he murmured. 

      Ria frowned and walked over to the makeshift camp. She sat down elegantly and said, “They were going north because they were called north. They were summoned.” 

      Fern’s grey eyes flashed. “By whom?” he asked sharply. 

      “Someone of great power. I don’t know. I don’t know who could have been controlling them that way.” Ria shook her head. 

      Jane’s heart sank into her stomach. “It’s Leostrial,” she said. “It has to be.” 

      “Surely he doesn’t have enough power to do that,” said Fern. 

      “Yes, he does,” Jane said softly. “He has more than enough.” 

      Fern sat in silence for a moment. “I am now very glad we are heading towards Uns Lapodis,” he said eventually. “I need to take council with Gaddemar, see if we can find out what Leostrial is planning.” 

      “Ria, do you know anything more?” the prince asked. 

      Ria looked at the ground. “There is something more. Whoever is calling the sabre’s north has a beast in his control. I don’t know how he could possibly manage it, but Leostrial has Locktar working for him.” 

      Everything stilled. Jane looked from Ria to Fern and back—the depth of the silence was alarming. 

      “Gods,” Fern whispered. “We may be undone after all.” 

      “What?” Jane exclaimed. “Who is Locktar?” 

      Ria tried to explain. “A dragon born from nightmares. We all thought him a myth, so horrible are the stories of his destruction. If Leostrial has the power to control the beast, then who knows what he could do. I don’t understand why he would be summoning the sabre-tooths, though.”

      “I can only guess,” Fern replied. 

      “Go on then,” Jane said softly. 

      “I fear that he is readying himself for war.” 

      “But ... A war against whom? And for what reason?” Ria exclaimed. 

      Fern stood up and said, “We leave at sunrise. If we travel hard, then we might make it to the dock before sunset. From there we can sail to Amalia.” And then he strode off into the darkness. The girls looked at each other. 

      Ria said, “Would it be presumptuous of me to ask if I could come with you? Only, I have needs and vengeance of my own to seek.” 

      Jane stared at her for a second. Vengeance? Only a few days earlier she’d been worrying about the weather for that picnic, and now she was sitting at a campsite with a strange woman talking about needing vengeance! 

      “It’s not up to me whether you come or not,” she said. “But if it makes a difference, I wouldn’t mind a bit of female company.” Maybe she’d be able to confide in Ria and make a new friend. Fern was ... a bit much, sometimes. 

      Ria smiled, and her eyes lit up in a beautiful shade of green. 

      “I’m not sure you’ll find what you’re looking for in me,” she said with genuine amusement. Before Jane could ask her what she meant, Ria walked off into the night in the opposite direction of Fern. 

      Jane was still thinking about this when a tall shadowy figure appeared out of nowhere, and Jane’s scream filled the night. 

      ***


      Ria sat down on a log and put her head in her hands, feeling ill. She took up her harp, Collinia, and began to play. No song as such, only plucked notes and chords. And as she played, she felt her heart ease slightly, as she had known it would. In the comfort of her music, she went over the events she had been trying so hard to block out over the last few days. 

      It had started when she arrived back in Torr at her parents’ house. She had gone there directly after the contest in Luglio. 

      She knew something was very wrong as soon as she walked into her house and found her father still in bed, though the sun had been up for several hours. 

      “Papa, are you all right?” 

      He rolled over and looked up at his only child. “Ria? Is that you?” 

      “Yes, yes. What has happened?” 

      “Beasts ... There were so many of them. We were waiting for them on the hill, but they snuck around and killed the women while they were at home. I couldn’t—” He began to cry. 

      “Where’s mother?” Ria asked urgently. “Papa! Where is she?” 

      “I tried, but I was too late.” 

      “What happened?” 

      “She’s dead,” he whispered and rolled over. 

      Ria sank onto the bed with him and held him as tightly as she could. 

      A pack of sabre-tooths had charged through the small town of Torr and killed the women and children. 

      Ria did not shed a single tear, and vowed never to again until the day she avenged her mother. She hadn’t been there. She had saved herself from death, but she had not saved her mother, and thus, she had to pay the price. 

      A determination had come over her, such as never before. Her poor, beautiful little town in the hills that had just suffered the plague seemed now to be destined for further pain and sorrow. It was ruined. Every family had someone taken from them. There were hardly any women left. Shops closed, men worked to look after their children and bring in coin for food. Taverns were empty, the fields had no workers. It was like a ghost town, filled only with the widowers of their dead families. 

      She had gone into the cellar, retrieved her father’s sword, and sheathed it over her back. Then she had travelled into the almost empty town, bought a servant and two horses from a man who could no longer afford them and had ridden harder than she had ever before. It took her a week to catch up to the pack, following their trail of havoc through the countryside. 

      Ria sat on a hill overlooking the beasts for a night. The silent, dark-skinned servant sat next to her. His name was Saish, and he was of the Kabduh race that lived in the desert sands of Anuk. He carried two curved swords slung over his back, much like her single straight one, about ten different-sized knives placed strategically over his body, and two tattoos, one under each eye, like black knife points dripping from the sockets. His lean, muscled body added to his terrifying appearance. 

      He was exactly what Ria needed. She was about to ride through one of the most dangerous parts of the country, a place that thieves and other unsavoury characters were known to inhabit. 

      Saish sat quietly by her side through the night. Although he must have been perplexed by what she was doing, he showed no sign of it. 

      Halfway through the next day, their patience was rewarded. 

      They were lying on the grass when they felt the air grow chill and the sky darken. Strong winds howled. Looking into the sky, Ria saw a colossal beast that reeked of evil, flapping its scaly wings slowly so as to land on the ground below them. A dragon, entirely black with a long scaly body and huge wings. It snapped its long jaw, screeching in fury and flaring its smoky nostrils. 

      Every person in Paragor knew the story of Locktar, the myth of a dragon raised from the very depths of hell and stolen from Ares himself by someone humans had long ago named ’the Scourge’. Children would scare each other before bedtime with stories of the dragon. But everyone knew they were just stories. 

      But they had all been terribly wrong. 

      The creature standing before them was real enough. Locktar, messenger of darkness, snapped at the cowering sabre-tooths, breathing flame onto their tails to hurry their journey. 

      “Who could be making this happen?” Ria whispered. “Who could be controlling that beast?” 

      Saish said nothing. 

      How was it that a mortal man could control such a creature? A beast that had been controlled only by the Scourge himself. 

      And so she had come to know that the sabre-tooths were massing towards the north, and that something was driving them there. They mounted their horses and rode again—Ria needed to get to Sitadel so that she could warn the king. Had they stayed another few hours and witnessed the battle between Cornelius and the beasts, it would have saved them several days of riding hard north. It had been purely chance that she had heard swords clashing near the Elvish Lands boundary. 

      Sending Saish to scout the area for danger, she crept through the trees. 

      Ria had almost cried out in relief upon finding Fern standing in the trees. 

      “This is Jane,” he told her. “She is a Stranger.” 

      Ria stared at the girl, taken aback. A Stranger? And Jane was so young! The girl’s huge brown eyes stared at Ria boldly, inquisitively. She was so beautiful—a youthful, innocent kind of beauty—she struggled to hold the sword with her slender arms. 

      “You haven’t been here long, then?” Ria had asked and Jane shook her head. 

      Sitting on the log now, Ria wondered how long the girl’s innocence could remain in a world like this. 

      Suddenly a scream sliced through the quiet air. Ria ran as fast as she could through the trees towards the cries. Fern had beaten her there, and was now holding his sword against the throat of Ria’s silent friend, Saish. They both looked calm and menacing. 

      “Fern, no!” Ria cried. He looked over at her, but did not lower his sword. Ria ran and stood in front of Saish. “He’s my friend. Trust me.” 

      The prince hesitated, then sheathed his sword and muttered an apology. Ria knew it had been an act of honour for Saish not to have drawn his own two swords and silently thanked him with a nod. 

      “I’m sorry,” Jane breathed, clutching her heart. “He startled me a little, coming out of the bushes like that.” 

      “This is my servant,” Ria said quickly. “His name is Saish.” 

      “Servant?” Jane repeated. 

      “The parts of country I was travelling through are not safe for a woman to go alone,” Ria told her. “Hired protection.” 

      Jane nodded, eyeing Ria and then Saish. 

      “He is from the sands of Anuk. A Kabduh.” 

      “What’s a Kabduh?” 

      “Desert warrior,” Saish grunted for himself. 

      There was silence for a moment, and a cold north wind blew in from the sea to ruffle their hair. 

      “Tell me. What is a desert warrior from Anuk doing travelling around the country of Cynis Witron with a young female singer?” Fern asked softly. 

      “I was exiled,” he replied quietly after a pause. 

      “Why?” 

      “Killed the wrong person.” 

      “I think it’s time we slept,” Jane interrupted quickly. 

      Ria returned to the log where she had left her beloved Collinia. She had never been without it. She knew that no one in their right mind should be this attached to an instrument. 

      “Thank goodness,” she breathed when she saw it sitting in the moonlight. Ria sat back down on the log to play again, but as she did, there was a ruffle in the bushes and Jane stepped out to sit beside her. 

      “So that’s what was in there,” Jane said looking at the harp and case. “I was a little worried when you ran away like that ... Sing for me?” 

      Ria did, just briefly. 

      “Ria, that was ... so beautiful. How did you ever learn to play like that?” 

      “I don’t know,” Ria sighed. There was a long silence as they sat together in the forest. 

      “I have a friend,” Jane said after a moment. “He is a musician too. I’m almost certain he is here in Paragor. Maybe, one day, if you ever meet him, I would love to hear you both play together.” 

      “I would like that too,” Ria smiled, then turned to Jane. “Are you frightened?” she asked the younger woman. 

      “Frightened of what?” asked Jane. 

      “Of being in a new world,” Ria said. “You’re a newborn.” 

      Jane looked over at her and she could see the girl try to weigh up whether or not to speak. Finally Jane replied, “Of course I am. But ... it’s exciting too.” 

      “Even with a tyrant who wants to wage war on us?” Ria asked wryly. 

      Jane smiled. “Even then. Are you? Frightened, I mean?” 

      “I never used to be,” Ria replied slowly. “But ... things are changing, I think.” 

      Jane shrugged. “I guess I wouldn’t really know about that.” 

      Ria stole a glance at her. “Paragor hasn’t faced a real war in a very long time. Certainly no one alive, nor our parents nor our grandparents have ever had cause to fight.” 

      Jane shivered a little. “Once I find my friends, I’m sure we’ll be able to find the portal home,” she murmured. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 14

      In a small abandoned hut, about fifty leagues from Amalia, in a thick forest, there were five people. Their horses were tethered outside against the trees. 

      As the sky darkened, they were all looking at the princess as she tried desperately to thank them. 

      Satine stammered. She wasn’t very good at this sort of thing. 

      “What you did, what you all did back there, was, well it was very courageous. Very brave. I understand that it could have cost you your own lives, and that you probably should have just left me there. It was my time to die, I think. But as you didn’t, I guess I need to show my gratitude. You did do a good job. You carried out your plan well, although it wasn’t the best of plans in the first place...” 

      “Satine, are you trying to thank us, or insult us?” Harry asked with a grin that increased when Satine flushed. 

      “I’m thanking you, of course,” she snapped. 

      “All right, then say the words and it’ll be done. Anyway, Accolon did all the work. It was his terrible plan that saved your life.” 

      Anna noticed that Satine’s eyes went, for the first time that evening, to where Accolon was sitting at the window. 

      “Ah ... well done, Highness,” she muttered. 

      “What are we going to do now?” Anna asked to change the subject. 

      “Live happily in the woods for the rest of our days,” Accolon snapped. 

      Anna was aghast, and then embarrassed when Satine assured her he was kidding. 

      “Harry and I can’t go back to the city—we will be captured if we do. Accolon will have to go back and claim the crown, now that the king is dead and he is the rightful heir to the throne. Anna and Luca, you can go with him but make sure you enter the city secretly. It can’t look as though you had anything to do with this.” 

      Satine paused as the others nodded their understanding. She frowned. “We need to know more about the maps, so we can find out what Leostrial is doing,” she murmured. “They’re the only clues we have. Harry and I will have to wait here until you can make some sense of them. I have a bad feeling about what’s going on. Leostrial has been different lately. He’s planning something.” 

      “So who shot the king?” Luca asked. They looked at Accolon. The prince didn’t look back at them, and Luca wished suddenly that he had broached the subject with a little more sensitivity. 

      “I did,” Accolon said slowly after a moment, and now it was so much worse. They gaped at him. 

      “I’m so sorry, Accolon. It is my fault he is dead,” Satine whispered with a hand over her mouth. 

      “No, Satine. Was it your hand that let loose the arrow?” 

      “No, but—” 

      “But nothing.” 

      “How did you shoot two arrows at once?” Luca asked after a few minutes. 

      “I didn’t.” 

      “Then where did the other arrow come from?” Harry asked. 

      “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.” 

      The abandoned shack was actually one of Accolon’s own and used for hunting, so it was well stocked with weapons and implements. An hour later, Accolon had caught a small deer. He used a long hunting knife to skin the animal and cut it into portions small enough to roast. 

      “That’s disgusting!” Harry exclaimed at one point, covering his nose so he didn’t gag at the smell of the blood. 

      Accolon, who was gutting the creature, glanced up at Harry and frowned. “Don’t stand there and watch if it isn’t to your taste,” he muttered. “You three can see to the fire.” 

      Anna collected twigs, and Harry and Luca set about trying to light a fire. They had a small box of flint that made sparks easily, but it was still very difficult without any paper to get the flame started. Luca leant in close and blew on the sparks to get them going and soon they had a proper blaze. 

      Satine took the opportunity to lower her feet into a bucket of cold water. They had been badly burnt in the fire, and none knew what to do to fix them. The water soothed the pain a little. 

      Accolon was sharpening the tips of his arrows with a small knife. Anna watched him as unobtrusively as she could, trying to figure out what he was thinking. Surely he could not be so calm after everything that had happened? He looked like he didn’t even care about what he’d done. His brow creased and his face turned into a scowl as he concentrated. 

      “I’m going for a ride,” Satine announced suddenly, lifting her feet out of the bucket. 

      “Sit down, Satine,” Accolon ordered. She stumbled and fell, and he was just in time to catch her. He quickly put Satine back on the seat. 

      “Accolon, I’m going for a ride,” Satine said, more forcefully this time. 

      He looked at her determined face for a moment, then sighed, “Fine. I’m coming with you.” And then he picked her up and carried her to the bed inside the hut. 

      “Accolon! I am not an invalid!” she cried. 

      “No, but you have bad burns on your feet,” he replied. “What do you want to wear?” 

      “I’m fine as I am. Let’s just go.” 

      Then she was in his arms again and they were outside. Harry and Luca were trying to cook the meat by holding it over the flame with skewers. Anna realised she had been eavesdropping and went to help them. 

      “We are going for a ride,” Accolon said. “Will you manage?” 

      “Hey,” Harry said in mock offence, “you’re talking to the captain of the boy scouts.” Satine and Accolon looked at him blankly and shrugged. 

      “Never mind,” said Harry. 

      “We’ll be fine,” Anna said, trying to hide the pained look on her face as they rode away. Anna didn’t know why, but she desperately wanted to follow them. There was something about the way they acted together, and something about the way her heart beat faster when Accolon looked at her. Anna harnessed one of the other horses and, muttering an excuse to the boys about finding some water, she rode after them. The path was clear, but she was a slow rider, and so she arrived at the waterhole long after them. 

      Anna peered through the trees and saw them standing very close together, Accolon’s arms around Satine and holding her close against his body. Anna sucked in a breath. They were talking, so she had to strain to hear them over the crashing waterfall. 

      “I’ve missed you,” Satine said quietly. “It feels as though I’ve not been whole all these years.” 

      Accolon squeezed her tightly, as though to let go would be to lose her. 

      “I know,” he breathed, “I know.” He lifted her face to look at his own, and he leant down gently and kissed her tears away. “You have changed,” he murmured. “You have become beautiful.” 

      She arched her eyebrows, blinking away the tears. “Last time we spoke you said I was beautiful. Were you lying?” 

      “You have always been beautiful to me. Now you are beautiful to everyone else. I shall have to watch out for other men,” he smiled. 

      She laughed softly, wiping her eyes. “It’s been so long, Accolon,” she whispered. “But it seems like just yesterday. There’s so much I’ve wanted to tell you ... And ... I have thought, many times, that what we felt might have been just...” 

      “I know,” he said, “I have thought it too. We are so much older now, so many things have changed.” Anna saw him pause and take a breath. “Satine, if you had died today, I would have died with you.” 

      Satine sighed and lowered her head for a moment. Then she looked up at him and nodded gently. 

      “I killed my father,” he murmured after a time, and Anna could have wept for the pain that she knew he felt. 

      Satine seemed to feel the same way, for she said, a catch in her voice, “I know. I am sorry.” 

      He looked at her and smiled. “You don’t apologise to me very often do you?” 

      “I never have need.” But then she frowned and said, “I wish that we didn’t have to be so secretive all the time. It hurts to look at you, and not be able to touch you.” 

      “I know. Gods, I know, and I wish we could tell them all too, but you know we can’t. You are a wanted fugitive,” he said reasonably. 

      “Never marry anyone else,” Satine commanded. 

      “Never,” Accolon agreed whole-heartedly, and their lips came together. 

      Anna raced back to the camp, her face red hot with shame. She couldn’t believe what she’d done—she’d spied on them like a jealous stalker! 

      Overcome with embarrassment, she couldn’t bear to talk to the boys when she reached the camp. Because she wished, more than she’d ever wished for anything, that she could be in Satine’s place. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 15

      Growing up in the shadow of her celebrated older brother had taken its toll on Princess Elixia of Cynis Witron. There were expectations of brilliance. And when the younger sister of the prince held none of his extravagance or his charm, and preferred to ride alone in the hills than to dance and play with the rest of the court, people were disappointed. 

      While Fern could do as he pleased, travelling the countryside and visiting whichever towns he chose, there was a place for the second child—especially when it was a daughter—and that was within the palace. 

      Elixia could deal with the dresses and the sewing and the dining, she could bear the dancing and the socialising in court. She could endure all of this because she loved her father and her brother unequivocally. What she could not endure was being confined to the palace in Sitadel. 

      She loved to fight and hunt, she loved swimming in the lake, and most of all she loved to ride her horse. Elixia could have grown up as a stable hand and been completely happy. 

      She had convinced her father to let her ride once a day by herself in the forest. She often wondered if she would have been different if she had had a mother. She probably wouldn’t have been allowed her daily rides at all. 

      There was something that had made her this way, she knew, and it was not just the absence of a mother. Something had made her long for more freedom than she could ever acquire, but it was her secret, and she would never tell another living soul. 

      Once, many years ago, her father had found her in her bedchamber, sitting over the lifeless form of her pet rabbit. There were no tears on her face, no sadness in her eyes and when he looked at her, he’d seen something strange. 

      Elixia was staring at the creature, and she had seemed almost fascinated. Then her eyes had rolled back in her head. 

      “Lix!” Cornelius had cried, rushing to his tiny daughter’s side. It had been only months since the passing of her mother and she’d been acting strangely. 

      Elixia didn’t move, her body stiff, and made no response to her father’s cries. But then, just as suddenly as it had come over her, the stiffness disappeared and her eyes rolled back into place. Quickly she looked down at the rabbit, staring at it, waiting, hoping. 

      “Child, the animal is dead,” Cornelius had said. “We’ll get you another.” 

      Elixia stared a little longer, and then finally burst into tears. Her father held her and stroked her hair, and all the while she sobbed, over and over, “I tried so hard.” 

      Elixia’s father had worried about her since then, she knew. She’d been careful never to let him catch her in a situation like that again. He’d always been soft on her though. He thought her strange. That maybe her mind had been affected by her mother’s death. 

      Then it all changed. He had agreed, for the sake of a treaty, to marry her off. So when she was not allowed to ride to war with her father, she went anyway. She would die gallantly in battle. Let her father try to marry her after that! 

      But death had not been granted her. 

      And now, having ridden through the night with an envoy of soldiers, she was aboard a ship heading towards the land of Uns Lapodis. Towards her future husband. 

      “Don’t be angry with me,” Cornelius said to her as they stood on the deck, watching the waves. 

      Elixia felt the wind sweep across her face, she smelt the salty sea and felt a rare moment of happiness. “I’m not,” she said softly. “I just want to be left alone.” 

      Her father looked at her closely, a pained expression on his face. “Are you all right?” he asked. “Will you ... find some way to be happy?” 

      Elixia shrugged. She doubted it. “Of course,” she murmured, doing her duty. 

      He nodded in relief and clasped his hands together on the railing. “Father,” she said, “you look cold. You should go below deck.” 

      He nodded. “When we get there, I want you to come to the war council with me.” 

      She looked at him, surprised. “Truly?” 

      “It is fitting. You clearly love to fight—who am I to try and command you otherwise? You just follow me to battle as you please. A bit like your brother in that respect.” 

      Elixia smiled. “Will you be fit ... for something like that? You aren’t as young as you once were, and you’ve just been in a battle.” In truth, Cornelius had aged dramatically in the years since his wife died. 

      “I’ll be fine, child.” With that he made his way unsteadily from the deck. 

      Elixia spent the five-day journey up on the deck of the ship with the sailors, learning how to sail, desperate for the fresh air, unable to face going below into the tiny cabin. Her father knew not to try and keep her there—he was too worried about the attacks of panic she had when in such small places—something that had happened since she’d been very young. 

      She might have enjoyed the journey had she not been constantly thinking about what her husband would be like. She didn’t even know who it was; her father refused to tell her. No doubt some boring nobleman who would expect her to be confined to their house all day and night. 

      The weather had been kind to them with sunny, calm days, making it even more difficult to leave the ship when finally they came to their destination. With a sigh, Elixia descended from the boat into the beautiful city on the seashore. The houses were all brightly coloured and full of life. People bustled everywhere. Amalia was a thriving town, and easily the biggest in the world. 

      She was placed in a large litter with her father. It was draped with purple and gold silk that shielded the princess from the crowds. 

      As they began to move, one of the soldiers who was escorting them halted the procession, poked his head in and whispered something in Cornelius’ ear. Her father paled and sat back against the seat. 

      “What’s happened?” she asked. 

      “There has been a terrible tragedy, Elixia. Gaddemar has been assassinated. It happened at an execution that was to take place last night, and the prisoner escaped. The prince, Accolon, will be able to tell us more himself. Be prepared for the city to be in a state of shock. The queen will be distraught. You shall try to comfort her, as she has no daughters of her own and she will soon be dethroned.” 

      “Yes, Father,” she mumbled. “What do you mean ‘dethroned’?” she asked. 

      “Once Accolon is made king, he will have a new queen,” he said and gave her a sideways look. 

      They arrived at the palace and walked up the long set of steps and through the huge wooden entrance. The entrance hall was enormous, its roof held high above with marble pillars, and servants lined up around the walls bowed respectfully to them. A regal woman with icy cold eyes stood in the middle of the room, staring at the young princess. Queen Columba looked Elixia up and down, noting her in every way. Elixia didn’t look away. This seemed to annoy the queen, and she snapped, “Welcome to Amalia. Your stay here is welcome in this time of distress. I shall take you to my son, Prince Accolon, who has recently returned from an important errand.” Her voice was strained, her lips thin. 

      “No need, Mother. I am here.” 

      Elixia turned to the voice and took a deep breath as she turned and saw the young prince. His eyes were dark, almost black, full of fierce intelligence and—just then—anger. 

      Three young men and a woman followed the prince into the room. But Elixia paid them no attention. She was frozen to the spot by what the queen said next. 

      “My dear Elixia, should you not greet your new husband with a bit more respect?” 

      She looked at her father and saw his slight nod. Then she looked at the prince again. He was looking darkly at his mother. 

      “Mother, enough. Anyone can see that this is the first she’s heard of the marriage.” Accolon turned to Elixia. “I was sure your father would have told you. Becoming queen here is not what you want?” His voice was tired. She could tell that he had not wanted this wedding to take place either. Then she remembered her manners and curtsied. 

      “My apologies, lord, if I seem unhappy about this. It is only that, like you said, I had not been informed as to whom I was to marry until now. Please forgive my rudeness.” 

      Columba cut in. “You shall marry, and I am sure you will be quite capable of running this land together. You shall be happy.” It was more of an order than a comforting word. 

      Accolon glared at the queen. He turned to two of the people behind him. 

      “This is Anna and Luca. They are Strangers. Our chancellor, Tomasso, and his assistant, Vezzet. Feel free to speak to them, and all of us for that matter, informally, and with ease.” 

      “Thank you. I feel I need to apologise again. I must seem very ungrateful. I am happy with the duties you have placed upon me, and I hope that I will be a good wife and queen.” She would not seem like a spoilt little brat in front of these accomplished people. She still had her pride. 

      Elixia was escorted to a large, beautifully furnished room. A room fit for a princess. She would be moved into the queen’s chamber as soon as she was crowned. 

      It was becoming hard for her to understand. Why was she being made queen? She had none of the qualities usually sought. She was royalty, but that wasn’t a requirement. The king was allowed to marry any noblewoman. She had always been accustomed to the fact that her brother would become king of her own country, and she would be happy. She didn’t know how to be the queen of this land, the High Country. She had never even been here before! 

      Elixia walked onto the balcony and gazed down at the beautiful gardens. This city was known for its gardens. She had of course heard about them, but she was unprepared for their loveliness. 

      There was a knock on her door and a serving man announced that the queen was there to see her. 

      Elixia turned and bowed to Columba as the older woman stared down at her. “I thought it fitting that I came to see you comfortably settled into your room.” 

      “Yes, Highness. Thank you, I’m very comfortable.” 

      “Well, you won’t be here long. Just long enough for me to pack my belongings and leave my chambers.” 

      Elixia opened her mouth, but wasn’t sure what to say. 

      “Are you pleased, my lady, to have come into such power?” Columba asked. 

      “Well, yes, I suppose so, though it is far more than I ever expected.” 

      “Yes, I’m sure it is. I know it’s a lot to take in all at once, but let me assure you—there are ways around power. You shall be the queen, certainly, but we will look after you. Just leave everything to Accolon and I and you won’t have a thing to worry about.” 

      Elixia stared at the queen. “Thank you, that is very kind of you, but I’m sure that once I settle in I’ll be capable of managing things.” 

      “You needn’t worry,” Columba said more firmly. Her eyes were hard. She gave a cold smile. “As I said, just leave it all up to us—we wouldn’t want you troubling yourself with things you know nothing about. Now, I must take my leave. There is so much to be done.” 

      Quickly Elixia bowed her head as the woman swept out of her chambers. So this was how it was going to be. Columba had chosen her specifically because she didn’t have the qualities of a true queen. 

      The queen saw Elixia as a passive little sweetheart who could be manipulated to her will, and would do exactly as she was told. 

      Elixia walked back out onto the balcony and looked down at the gardens. Her gardens. 

      Columba had chosen the wrong girl. 

      ***


      Earlier that day, just as Accolon, Luca and Anna were about to set out for the palace, Anna awoke to see Satine and Accolon ride back into the camp. 

      “Are you ready?” Accolon asked, looking to her and Luca. 

      “Of course they are. It’s you we were waiting on!” Harry said. “You might have come back before we woke up if you wanted it to be a secret.” 

      Both of them gave a startled look. 

      “What do you mean?” Satine trailed off. 

      Harry’s eyebrows arched. “It’s pretty obvious.” 

      “Please, you must not say a word to anyone. We would be killed.” 

      “Of course,” Luca replied startled, and they both looked relieved. “But why?” 

      “Marriages between countries only take place when the head of each royal family agrees to it.” 

      “Between royalty?” Luca asked, always so quick. 

      Accolon looked at Satine and frowned. “Yes, between royalty.” 

      “Then Satine is...?” 

      “She is the Princess of Lapis Matyr,” Accolon replied. 

      Harry gaped. “Are you serious?” he asked and they nodded. “How is it that I never knew this? Why didn’t you tell me?” 

      “Harry, it doesn’t matter. Now you know.” 

      A moment later they mounted their horses and waved goodbye to Harry and Satine down the track. Neither Anna nor Luca could ride well, so they had left at dawn, hoping that even though they could not gallop, they would reach the city before midday. Anna spent the day thinking. There was something nagging at the back of her mind. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger on, but it was something she desperately needed to remember. This thing, whatever it was, would not come to the surface. Something about the death of Gaddemar. The arrows? Or perhaps it was the queen? Something seemed a bit odd with her reaction. Why had she immediately ordered the fire to be quenched? Anna shrugged, unable to come to any conclusion except that something about the whole situation was amiss. 

      Instead she thought of her friends. She was worried about the other three. Jane and Mia and Jack. She had no idea where they were; she didn’t even know if they had crossed together. This was another subject she didn’t want to dwell on, so she thought about Accolon’s parting words to Harry and Satine instead. 

      “Don’t worry. You won’t be stuck out here long. Just until I’m crowned, and then you can return to the castle.” 

      “Accolon, did you ever think that maybe I don’t want to come back to a country that wants to see me burn?” Satine had asked heatedly. 

      Accolon had looked at her for a long moment. Anna would always remember how they looked just then. Tall and beautiful, each lit up with the morning sun. They were exactly as she pictured a king and queen to be. 

      “It was Gaddemar, and no one else.” 

      She hadn’t said anything. 

      “You would truly never come back to this land you rule alongside?” 

      “I don’t rule, Accolon. I serve in my own country. You forget,” she said flatly and he grimaced. With those words, the prince’s face hardened back to its usual unemotional state, and he mounted the horse. He rode a few steps before turning back to the princess and demanding, “Tell me where else you would go, then.” 

      Satine spread her hands wide and shook her head. 

      Accolon gave a grunt and turned his horse roughly, cantering away down the road. Luca and Anna said hurried farewells to Satine and struggled to catch up with Accolon. He was waiting for them around the bend, but seemed angry. Neither of them had dared to say anything to him for fear of his wrath. 

      “Why is Satine a spy?” Anna asked carefully as they rode. 

      “When her father was killed, she wanted her country back. She wanted her throne, and probably most of all, she wanted revenge,” Accolon replied. 

      “And Satine’s father was killed by Leostrial when he took over,” Anna said. Accolon nodded. 

      “How do you know her then?” Luca asked. 

      “I was sent to Lapis Matyr to be schooled when I was a boy, so we grew up together. I was there when it was conquered. When Leostrial slaughtered them.” 

      They travelled in silence for the rest of the morning. But it was now, on first sight of Amalia that Anna breathed a sigh of relief. A whole day’s riding did not suit her, and she felt sore in places she didn’t care to mention. 

      They entered the city through a back gate, not wanting to draw attention to the fact that the prince had been absent from Amalia in such a crucial time of change. 

      Queen Columba was there to meet them impatiently, along with Tomasso and Vezzet. 

      Anna was surprised when the assistant chancellor leant over to kiss the back of her hand, and only reluctantly pulled her hand away because the others were watching. Giving him a shy smile, she turned to Columba. 

      Anna watched the queen very closely. It looked as though she had been sobbing hard. But there was no law against that. Indeed, it was expected. So why did she get an odd feeling from the older woman? It was something in the woman’s eyes when she looked at Anna. She seemed insincere about something. 

      Accolon’s coronation was to take place that night after the king’s funeral. 

      “So soon?” Accolon asked. “Should we not even wait for an acceptable mourning period to pass before the people must bow to their new king?” 

      “Don’t be a fool, Accolon. Can’t you see that the people are in a state of unease? They need stability, sturdiness. The sooner they get that, the sooner the land will return to order.” 

      Accolon’s eyes flashed and narrowed. “I understand what you’re saying mother, but you go too far to call me a fool. Do not forget your place here.” 

      The queen swiftly checked herself and said, “Forgive me, my Lord. Do as you please.” 

      It was clear that the power had shifted already. 

      Accolon sighed and shook his head. “It seems you are right, in any case. The coronation will take place tonight.” The two Strangers and the chancellor and his assistant followed him back to his room, leaving the queen with a smug look on her face. 

      “Do you have the maps?” Accolon asked Luca once they had some privacy. He searched in his pack for a moment and produced the scrolls, battered and torn from long days in the saddle—he’d been charged with keeping them safe for the ride. Accolon spread them out over a large oak table, and they leaned over to study them. 

      Anna had never seen anything like the two scrolls—one showed the floor plan of a building, the other showed the same building but from a much wider perspective. Around the latter there were hundreds of dots with lines connecting them. It looked almost like a star chart. 

      Accolon had no better idea what they were, so Anna was glad when he suggested that they get a breath of fresh air and ponder the problem in the gardens. But they didn’t make it that far, for the queen stood motionless in the hallway with some important-looking people. 

      There was a man no longer young, handsome and tall despite his age, although his eyes were dull and his hair greying. Next to him was a very young girl, with green eyes too big for her face and severe cheekbones. She held herself tall, with the same carriage as the old man, marking them as family. 

      Anna started when she heard Columba speak of marriage, and it took her a moment to realise what it would mean. However mature, this child was much too young to be queen! She could be no more than fifteen years old! And what about Satine? Had those words Anna had so rudely overheard meant nothing? 

      Accolon was required to assist in the plans for the coronation that evening, so Anna and Luca were left alone to wander the gardens. Luca knew them well by now, because he’d spent much time there waiting for Anna to wake from her sick bed, but Anna had only walked through them once before. 

      “I’ll show you something cool, come on.” Grabbing her hand, Luca lead Anna straight into the heart of the gardens. 

      ***


      Luca took Anna to the place he had discovered in his first few days at the palace, in the centre of the grounds, surrounded by rambling plants and trees. In a tiny clearing, bathed in sunlight, stood a beautifully carved basin full of water. He had not brought Anna here on their first walk, because he had wanted it to be his secret. He liked to imagine that he was the first person to discover it. 

      He remembered his shock the first time he had looked into it. Feeling very alone in this strange world, he had wandered by himself and stumbled across a birdbath. Luca peered into the water and saw his own reflection staring out, gaunt and pale. Thinking to wash his face, he leant forward and touched his hand to the water. As soon as his fingertip brushed the surface, the water shimmered and swirled for a moment, and then settled. But he no longer saw his reflection. Luca watched blurred pictures flash in the water; mere glimpses, but they gave him an uneasy feeling in his stomach, making him want to pull away from the basin. The images slowed and he saw two hands, at first beautiful and familiar, then broken and red, as if they’d been mangled in a horrible accident. Just as Luca couldn’t bear to look anymore, the images suddenly changed into a vision of a young woman, and his mouth dropped open in wonder. He couldn’t see where she was as her surroundings were clouded, but she plucked a harp and sang. He couldn’t hear the music, but watched her float as she played. 

      Her face was pretty, but she looked so sad. He had watched her for a long time that day, and returned when he could for hours at a time. Each time he suffered through the horrible visions of the broken, tortured hands, but the image in the basin always turned into the girl again. 

      Luca couldn’t explain the basin, how it worked, or why he saw the girl. So he had decided finally to share his find, and show Anna. He watched as she peered into the basin. 

      “Touch the surface lightly, and look closely,” he instructed. 

      Anna stepped forward and slowly brushed the water with her fingers. With a violent gasp, she tore herself from the basin and collapsed, shaking and breathing hard. Luca rushed to help her. 

      “Anna, what did you see?” 

      Anna only shook her head and gestured for him to look. Bracing himself for something frightening, and hoping desperately that something awful had not happened to the girl, he touched the surface and looked in. The hands appeared, scarred and bruised and swollen. Then the water changed again and what he saw was not scary, but lovely. The girl was still there. She was on a ship, facing out to sea with the wind sweeping through her hair. 

      “What did you see?” he asked again. “Was it ... the hands that frightened you?” 

      It was now Anna’s turn to look confused. “I saw a beast, a flying beast with black scales and wings. Its eyes were bright red, and it was flying so fast. Its eyes ... looked into mine, and they were so ... evil. I couldn’t look any more, I had to rip myself away. Luca, it was like it was staring straight back into me, and the longer I looked the easier it would be for it to find me.” She shivered. 

      “Anna, I don’t know what to say. I have no idea why ... I wouldn’t have brought you here if I had known that was going to happen. I’m sorry.” 

      “What if it’s real, Luca? What the hell is that basin? Is that thing flying around out there?” Anna gasped. 

      “Anna, stop,” his voice quelled her panic. Luca had a way of calming a situation. So many times back at home when Anna had been turned down by a boy she liked, or failed an assignment, or gotten into trouble with her parents, Luca would look at her and say simply, “There are worse things in life. At least you have us,” and there was something so reassuring in his voice that she would instantly feel better. 

      “We’re safe,” he said now. “It can’t come and get us here even if it is real. There is no way it could get into the palace, or even the city, without being stopped.” 

      She looked at him for a long while and felt her breathing slow. Finally she nodded. 

      “Come on, I’m taking you back to the palace. All this excitement can’t be good for you.” 

      “Oh, don’t start that, Luca!” she groaned. 

      He held up his hands in front of him. “All right, all right. Sorry.” 

      They walked for a while through the gardens until Anna relaxed again. 

      “What did you see?” she asked. 

      He hesitated before opening his mouth. “A girl. Just a girl.” 

      “What girl?” 

      He shrugged. 

      “What about the other thing? The hands you mentioned?” 

      “Nothing. That was nothing. Can you make it back to the palace on your own?” 

      “Luca, I’m not a child. I’ll be fine. But where are you going?” 

      He scratched his arm absently. “I just need to check something.” And with that he turned on his heel and disappeared back into the gardens. 

      And this time it was not the girl that he went to see. Clenching his jaw, he touched the water. Luca stared hard into the basin, trying to decipher the fast moving images. All he could see was darkness, pierced by a flashing set of laughing yellow teeth, and grey dripping walls. Luca shivered and resisted the urge to close his eyes. Then the hands appeared again. They tried to open and close, as if to make a fist, but the stiff joints wouldn’t move properly. 

      The girl appeared again, pulling on ropes and running over the deck of a ship. Luca glimpsed her talking to someone, someone he knew. He only just caught the side of her face in the blurred vision, but there was no mistaking the face that he had loved for most of his life. It was Jane. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 16

      He was known for his stealth and his secrecy. It was why he had been chosen. Not because he was important, but because he was reliable. With skills that frightened most, and intrigued some, he was the perfect choice for an impossible job. He had not failed before, so the size of this hurdle didn’t trouble him. Nothing troubled him. His detachment was what made him good at his job. The fact that he no longer truly cared about anything. 

      Most people would have said that he had carried the job out successfully. But someone else’s arrow next to his was not his idea of a triumph. He may as well have not bothered. It had been a waste of his time. And an arrow. 

      And to top it all off, he had been refused the agreed payment. It had been an obscene amount of money, but he had planned to barter passage to Cynis Witron with it, and maybe try to face his past. Contrary to what his employers might guess, he didn’t enjoy killing people for a living. 

      On the eve of the assassination, he was silently making his way through the streets to a particular room, four storeys off the ground. To where his employer slept. 

      He didn’t know why she had wanted the king killed in a public place. Nor was it his business to know. 

      Staying to the shadows, he slipped down several roads and turned many corners, coming at last to one of the most impossible places to penetrate. He climbed the wall that no other would have dared tackle, and he entered the palace grounds. It was no easy matter to climb up four storeys, but his young body was agile and strong, and not quite human. He hoisted himself up to the balcony and swung his legs over the railing. Then, after picking the lock to the door, he entered the queen’s bedchamber. 

      ***


      Elixia bent down to study the scrolls. Accolon, Anna and Luca had been trying to decipher their meaning for most of the day, but the Strangers had left to take a walk in the gardens. 

      She’d been invited to have tea with them on the afternoon before the crowning. The same afternoon she’d met them. She didn’t really think it was just to chat. It was so the prince could get the measure of his new queen. The Chancellor and his assistant sat with them, of course and Kha~dim, leader of the El~ariah stood by the door, alert and ready—the three were known rarely to leave the king’s side—but did not say a word throughout the affair. 

      “How do you like the palace so far?” Accolon asked her. He seemed distracted, and kept looking over at the table where the scrolls lay. 

      “As palaces go, this is certainly an impressive one,” she smiled. 

      Accolon looked at her. They sat in the sunlight, and she was consumed by the look of him. She wondered if he smiled much. She had yet to see him do so. 

      “Tell me, with what do you amuse yourself?” he asked. 

      “I like to ride, Highness.” 

      “Most like to ride,” he said. “Most men.” 

      She shrugged. “Yes. I would be surprised if they did not.” 

      They gazed at each other. 

      “You style yourself as different to other women, then?” 

      “I style nothing. I like to ride because I like to be outdoors, and it gives me a sense of freedom,” she admitted honestly. 

      He leant forward and rested his elbows on his knees, looking at her closely. “You were born into a difficult family with which to enjoy freedom.” 

      Elixia smiled. “The curse of royalty. The weight of responsibility. I am familiar with it, certainly.” 

      He sat back and shrugged. “What is freedom anyway?” 

      “Simply a choice on how to spend your own time,” she answered without hesitation. 

      The prince stared thoughtfully at her for a time, and then said, “You show courage in expressing your opinions. It is a good quality.” 

      “Thank you, but I did not come here for compliments. What else would you ask me?” Elixia was not really in the mood to be interrogated, but it was a way to find out more about her future husband. The questions people ask reveal a lot about who they are. 

      He blinked in surprise and then said, “I would like to ask you about your political views, but I fear it might be rude to do so, so soon after your arrival.” 

      Elixia shrugged. “Not rude, but perhaps a little hasty. We will have plenty of time to discuss politics, no doubt.” She paused, and then said quietly, “My Lord, one thing, we might address now. Would you not ask me what I think of the taxation tactics being employed in your own country?” 

      He frowned. “How did I not guess you would bring that up? Gods, I cannot escape the subject. I can imagine what you think of such things, but you’re obviously going to tell me anyway, so go ahead.” 

      “Killing entire families for not paying their taxes is not something I can comprehend, my lord.” 

      “Well, Elixia, thankfully you do not need to comprehend such things, seeing as it is I who am left to deal with my father’s monstrous actions,” he said roughly. 

      “You do not condone the killings then?” she asked slowly. 

      Accolon looked at her carefully again, and appeared to be about to reply, but at that point there was a loud knocking on the door. 

      “Enter,” Accolon called, and was not surprised to see the two Strangers. 

      “Oh, sorry if we interrupted, we just wanted to have another look at the scrolls, if you don’t mind?” Anna asked uncertainly. She looked slightly pale, and Elixia wondered what she had been doing. 

      “Anna’s had a thought,” Luca added from behind his companion. 

      Accolon glanced quickly at Elixia, and then said, “Of course. On the table.” 

      They crossed the room and bent eagerly over the maps. Accolon joined them. 

      “Is it permitted for me to look at them? I might be of use to help you identify what they depict,” Elixia asked formally. Accolon looked at her for a moment, and she shifted uncomfortably under his gaze. 

      “You must not tell anyone about them.” 

      He gestured to the five people already in the room—his two chancellors, the head of the El~ariah, and the two Strangers—and said, “There are very few people I trust with a matter like this, and they are already in this room.” 

      Elixia nodded. “I understand.” 

      Then, as she stared at the maps, she came to her dilemma. She knew where this place was, knew it very well. It was imprinted in her brain. 

      “As none of you could recognise this place, I had the idea that maybe it was part of our world,” Anna suggested. “And then I had another idea. These marks could be stars.” 

      Elixia drew in a breath. 

      “Why is it so important that you must decipher these scrolls?” she asked casually. 

      “They were in the possession of someone very dangerous,” Accolon said shortly. 

      Elixia sighed inwardly. She supposed they seemed trustworthy, however inadequately she knew them. He was going to be the High King. If there was anyone that might need to know, undoubtedly it would be him. And if the prophecy was true ... perhaps this had something to do with the Strangers too ... Elixia bit her lip, still hesitating. It was such a huge thing to explain. Anything she said would lead to more questions, and then how was she to escape revealing herself? 

      She took a deep breath and said, “I know where it is.” 

      All eyes turned to her. “You must understand that to tell you this I am breaking an oath. This isn’t information to be bandied about. It is imperative that you do not tell anyone you cannot trust about this. Do you give your word?” 

      “First,” Accolon said, “it may not be possible to keep the information solely within this room, but of course we would not bandy it about.” 

      “You give your word?” 

      “Yes. I give you my word.” 

      “Me too,” Luca agreed. 

      “And me, of course,” Anna added. 

      Elixia looked at Tomasso and he nodded. Then she looked at Vezzet, and he too nodded instantly and said. “I give you my word.” 

      Elixia took a deep breath. 

      “The maps that you are looking at depict the grounds of the one true star remaining, the evening star of Elendial, where the Gods meet.” 

    

  
    
      Part 2

      The Quest

      
         “Light—welcome our child into our family and our home. Know that we will love her for as long as we shall live, and let her name be “Satine.” He spoke the required words softly and lovingly to his first child. He looked at his wife, exhausted and sore from her exertion, and she stared up at him with huge brown eyes. Satine had been born with his own bright blue eyes, and for that, Altor was pleased.
      

      
         “Welcome, Satine,” his wife intoned after him. “Isn’t she lovely, Altor? We must be the luckiest people in the world.” 
      

      
         “Yes,” he agreed softly. 
      

      
         The baby began to cry and Liessen stroked her fondly. Altor was slightly surprised at the gentle care Liessen was applying, as she was usually so harsh and strong in everything she did. It was partly what he loved about her. 
      

      
         But this child had brought a new softness to both of them he conceded, knowing that he usually matched his wife in strength. 
      

      
         “You are sure you don’t want a wet nurse?” he asked, but was silenced by a look that suggested she had not been completely softened. 
      

      
         “I want this child to be with me at all times,” she said firmly. “I could not bear it if the same distance between my mother and I occurred with Satine and I.” 
      

      
         “That was a matter of culture, Liessen,” Altor protested. 
      

      
         “A culture that is not Satine’s. It never will be,” she said, mostly to herself. “And let us thank the gods for that. Frescana is no place for a child to be born into.” 
      

      
         Altor nodded reluctantly and reached for the child.
      

      “  You shall be a fighter, Satine,” he whispered to her confidingly, and Liessen smiled. “Despite where you were born. Just like your mother and father.” 

      
         They were a family of warriors, born that way, bred that way. It could not be changed—it was in their blood. And as he told Satine this, staring into his only daughter’s clear blue eyes, he could have sworn that she smiled. 
      

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 17

      Three weeks prior to Elixia’s revelation in a study in Amalia, Darknor, the emperor of the ancient Kabduh race who lived in the Sands of Anuk, died. With a wound from a poison arrow, shot by a treacherous soldier who had been caught and skinned alive, the emperor left the living world to be reborn in another land. He did this, leaving his son to lead the desert warriors into a time of foreseen war. Liam, eldest of five sons born to the longest-standing emperor, was a quiet, clever man. Dangerous, they called him. Dark-skinned, like the rest of them, he was covered in tattoos and thus a fearsome sight. 

      Before his father died, Liam was given a task: to leave Tirana and learn about the coming war. That a war was coming was of no doubt—the Kabduh’s faith in their Shaman was unfailing—but they could only learn so much through his gift of true sight, so their questions had been left up to Liam. Was it their fate to be a part of Paragor’s looming war? 

      But then the arrow had hit, and the rules had changed. 

      Liam knew what was necessary. His race needed an emperor, but he was reluctant to give up his mission. 

      Much to his people’s disapproval, he left to find out what he could. 

      Lastaam, his younger brother, had been the first to protest. “It isn’t appropriate for you to be doing this yourself. Why is it necessary?” 

      “If we do not involve ourselves in this war we will be excluded from it. Is that what you want?” 

      “You know it isn’t.” 

      “Then it is necessary for me to find out where our loyalties must lie.” 

      Liam had travelled from Tirana to Cynis Witron under a false name. Saish was the most common name of their country, and thus the safest. 

      And so he’d come to the strange new country of Cynis Witron where there were wide plains of grass, rainforests, and mountains all somehow existing harmoniously with each other—feats of beauty he’d never even imagined before. As a means of inconspicuous travel he’d become a servant for a young Torrean singer. 

      Liam may have lived a long way from this place and its strange customs, but even he knew the legend of Locktar. And even he—a man who took pleasure from hunting and killing wild beasts, and skinning them with his bare hands, a man who was more than accustomed to fighting those who sought to take power from his family—was frightened by the sight of the monster. 

      Staying anonymous had been most difficult after coming face to face with the prince. Fern had been the hardest to fool. It was important that Liam kept up the impression of being the little slow-witted Kabduh, just a simple warrior who needed money. But the prince had seen right through that act. 

      All he could do was hope that there were more important things on Fern’s mind. 

      Liam blinked his eyes to clear his head and better focus on what was going on around him. Just then, he was standing on the deck of a boat with Ria, Fern, and the Stranger, holding on to the railing so as not to lose his footing amidst the rocky seas. 

      Liam had not been able to take his eyes off Jane since their first meeting only nights ago. It was not because she was beautiful, though she was. It was because of what he knew, what had been foreseen. The shaman had told Liam things about this girl, and her fellow Strangers. They were not to be spoken of; as the emperor, he would carry the knowledge, and wait quietly for the time when everything would come to pass. He had found his loyalties. Had found exactly where the Kabduh would place their faith. 

      There was a fifth person on board with him now—someone they had come across before setting sail. The four of them had been in a bar the night before sailing for Amalia. Quietly sipping their Torrean ice wine (a rare treat even for those who lived in Cynis Witron), the presence of a prince and one of the country’s most famous singers had not gone unnoticed. The barkeep had wanted to treat them to the night’s wine, and Fern had graciously accepted. 

      The moment they entered, Liam scanned the room and noticed the presence of a figure with a dark cloak drawn around his face, sitting in the far corner. It was his job to notice such things. 

      Liam had been watching him for most of the night and was a little alarmed at the unmoving, unwavering attention the cloaked man gave the prince. Liam had found this curious. What was his interest in Fern? 

      Full of wine, Fern rounded everyone up to head back to the ship, and the cloaked figure’s body stiffened as he sat forward and called out a challenge to Ria. 

      “Would you sing for us, my lady, to calm our jittery nerves?” a low husky voice rang out over the bar. 

      “Ria, not now,” Fern warned. 

      “And do you think yourself my keeper?” she asked the prince. 

      Fern sighed and shook his head. Liam decided it was time for him to intervene. Slinking over to Ria, he whispered in her ear, “It is a diversion to delay us. Could be dangerous.” 

      Ria paused while taking her harp out of its case. She stared closely at Liam and then turned her eyes to the man in the corner who’d still not removed his cloak. 

      “Ah, but her faithful servant would advise her otherwise. No matter. I shall have someone else sing for me.” There was something strange about the voice. Liam couldn’t put his finger on it. Ria hesitated and continued to pull her harp out. Turning back to him, she said, “Surely it will look suspicious if I don’t sing? It will be fine, maybe I can earn us some coin.” 

      Liam sighed. It wasn’t as though they actually needed any—they were travelling with a prince. 

      The song was good, Liam supposed. He personally didn’t care much for the style of music, but those in the tavern seemed to enjoy it immensely. The person in the corner didn’t take his eyes off Fern the whole time. 

      Only when Ria finished, and the bar was hysterical with cheers, did the figure remove his cloak. And Liam realised what had been wrong with the voice. It was a woman’s. 

      A handsome woman with long, matted blonde hair stared up at them. Her tanned body was lithe, and long muscled legs sprawled lazily in front of her. White teeth gleamed at them, and bright blue eyes carried laughter. She rose from her chair, like a cat unfurling itself. She was taller than anyone in the room, except for the prince, who bore Elvish blood. She was lightly clothed for the chilly night air, and wore a silver band around her upper arm. A long staff hung at her side, and a bow was slung across her back. 

      She could be none but an Amazonian, one of the warrior women that lived in the northern jungles of Frescana. Liam frowned—it was unusual to see the Amazonians outside their own country and up until a few years ago it had even been illegal. 

      He was surprised to see a grin spread across the prince’s face. The man crossed the room and shook hands with the woman heartily. 

      The prince gestured for them to come over and meet her. And thus they learned that this was Fey, Queen of the Amazonians; doing exactly as he himself was—trying to find out more about the tidings of the world. 

      “You sing well. What is your name?” Fey asked Ria before Fern had had a chance to introduce them. 

      “Ria del Torr.” 

      Fern said, “My apologies, Fey. Let me introduce you. This is Ria and her servant, Saish. And this is my friend Jane. We’re travelling to Uns Lapodis to take counsel with Gaddemar.” 

      The queen elected to join them, and now they were five. 

      The next morning they set sail on one of the smaller public ships towards Uns Lapodis. 

      Liam watched Fey and Fern sparring on the deck. They were both very good, and most of the sailors had spent a few hours watching them, mesmerised by the speed of their blades. 

      The only person who hadn’t spent much time watching them was Jane. On deck, she seemed to prefer to watch the ocean rolling beneath them. It was easy to notice how her brow was always furrowed. 

      Liam was mentally noting the flaws in Fey’s fighting technique when the two fighters came to a halt and turned to him. 

      “I have had enough of fighting someone who constantly beats me! Would you have a spar with our dear prince, Kabduh?” Fey called out to him. Liam didn’t want to play silly sword games—they were a waste of time, but if he refused, they would think something was amiss. After all, he was only a servant, and he was being asked to do something. The Amazonian took his hesitation as fear. 

      “You are afraid? I must say I’m disappointed. I have heard great things about the fighting skills of the warriors from the Sands of Anuk. Never mind then.” 

      Liam sighed, not at all in the mood to pretend to be insulted, but walked forward, drawing just one of his swords. Two would be ridiculously unfair. Liam felt a little ashamed. This sort of play was foolish. Fighting was not a game. 

      Fern stared at him with laughter in his eyes. Somehow he must have guessed what Liam was thinking, for he said softly, so that no one else could hear, “Don’t take this too seriously, Saish. It’s just a way to practise when we have no time for anything else.” 

      The prince was still panting from his earlier combat, so Liam decided to go easy on him. 

      The emperor of the desert warriors was a wonderful fighter—a warrior among warriors. He had been raised by men who had always known his potential as emperor and had therefore shown him no softness, not even as a child. Liam had never lost a fight. 

      But Emperor Liam realised straight away that however good he was, he could still be terribly wrong. 

      Fern wasn’t just slightly more skilled than Fey. He was miles ahead, and apparently just as good at hiding things from others as Liam was. The accuracy and strength of Fern’s blows was startling, even to one lucky enough to have seen every style of fighting. 

      Utterly shocked at the sudden brilliance of this young prince before him, Liam drew his second sword and began to throw everything he could into the match. 

      To the onlookers, the fight was more intense than any they had seen before. They could not possibly know that the Kabduh was being completely manipulated by his opponent. 

      What was strange was that Fern was putting such effort into hiding that he was a master swordsman. Right then and there he could have bested Liam; instead he pretended and prolonged the fight. Liam had a sudden thought that this must have been what Fern had spent his whole life doing—dulling himself that he might not outshine everyone around him. 

      Liam was overcome by Fern’s power, but tried not to show it. Fern fought with complete faith in his blade, and used no technique Liam had ever seen. 

      Before they could finish, and before Liam could be completely humiliated, there was a shout from the railing. Jane had not even turned to watch the fight, and was now pointing at a distant haze on the horizon. Amalia, capital city of Uns Lapodis. 

      The fight was forgotten and they disappeared to their rooms below deck to gather their belongings. 

      The trip had taken several days, some of them rough with storms that had meant the travellers had to be cooped up below deck, and when they reached dry land, the five of them were truly glad to arrive. 

      Watching the city take shape before their eyes, they realised why Amalia was so famous. 

      Silence reigned over the ship as its passengers looked at the brightly-coloured buildings shimmering in the afternoon sunlight. It stretched over the entire hillside as far as they could see in every direction and was so alive with colour and movement that it was breathtaking. 

      They filed off the ship one after the other, with Liam bringing up the rear. Quickly, spotting his chance whilst the others were out of earshot, he took hold of Fern’s arm. The prince turned to look at him questioningly. 

      “That was, I mean, your fighting was...” Liam started to say, but found himself lost for words. And then, as if used to such a reaction, Prince Fern merely winked cheerfully and led the way off the boat without a word, leaving Liam to follow and wonder how it was that people would react when the real truth about this man’s ability finally came out. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 18

      “Are you saying that there is life on Elendial?” 

      Accolon asked incredulously. 

      “Archaic life, yes,” Elixia replied. 

      “Angels live on Elendial?” he asked, obviously having trouble grasping the fact. “And Gods, you said?” 

      “The Gods hold their meetings there.” 

      “Why did we not know this? Elendial is the last of the stars to shine, and has been for hundreds and hundreds of years! And there are angels on it!” 

      “I’d say there is only a very small portion of knowledge that we humans have, and that it does not necessarily include the doings of the gods.” 

      Luca, like Anna, was puzzled. They had been for some time now. And then something dawned on him, and it all began to make sense. Anna looked at him and he could see that she had come to the same conclusion he had. 

      “The dream,” he said quietly. 

      “What dream?” Accolon asked. He seemed angry. 

      “My friends and I have been having a dream,” Luca told them in his deep, soft voice. “We had it before we came to Paragor.” 

      “An angel,” Anna said, “had been shot in the back with arrows, and flew through the sky to return to Elendial. He was trying to tell them that someone was going to attack, but he died before he had a chance to explain who.” 

      Accolon’s face was pale as chalk. “Was there anything else? Anything at all? It is important that I know all the details.” 

      Luca thought for a moment, and then said, “There was something. Before the angel entered the meeting room, he was stopped by someone. I suppose he might have been some sort of god. He tried to stop the angel from delivering his message. It was as though the god knew exactly what was going on, knew how much danger everybody was in and still wanted to stall.” 

      “How many times did you have this dream?” Accolon asked sharply. 

      “I’d say about ten.” 

      Anna nodded in agreement and then said, “The god, he was really evil, I think. He must have been working with whoever shot the angel in the back.” 

      Accolon was now so white that he looked as though he might faint. Elixia was of a similar colour. But still the prince’s voice was calm. 

      “I need you to think carefully. Did you get the feeling that this vision was of something that had already happened, or has it yet to come to pass?” 

      “I don’t know, Accolon. It’s just something we saw,” Luca shrugged apologetically and the prince clenched his teeth in frustration. Then he turned to his bride-to-be. 

      “Elixia, do you know which room they’re talking about?” 

      Elixia nodded slowly and then said, “It’s the meeting room. I think the angel must have been trying to talk to the elders.” The group looked at her questioningly, so Elixia explained. “The elders are a group of high-order gods who come together to discuss the ruling of life on Paragor. They don’t meet for just any reason. The angel must have been very important if they let him into the conference room.” 

      Accolon slowly paced the room, then turned to face them. 

      “I’ll give you a scenario. The angel was flying away from Leostrial. The angel was a spy, and had discovered something important. He tried to leave and was shot. What he learnt was that Leostrial is somehow going to attack Elendial.” 

      Silence fell over the room, and Luca noticed Vezzet’s face was ghostly pale. 

      Accolon continued. “I don’t need to tell you how disastrous this would be. If Leostrial waged war on the gods and won, our existence would be changed irreversibly, the lives we lead would be destroyed. We cannot let Leostrial win.” 

      “Why would he want this?” Tomasso asked. “Why would anyone want such destruction?” 

      “I don’t know,” Accolon shook his head. “We can ask Satine what she thinks when she returns.” 

      “How can you have guessed all of this?” Elixia asked, her mind still on Accolon’s theory. 

      “In Uns Lapodis all the children of court are taught about the lore of the gods. We didn’t know that there were angels still living on Elendial. It’s not hard to imagine that someone lusting after power would want to attack the place where most of it lies. Does he seek to become like a god himself? I truly hope not. But, for now, I must ready myself for the coronation.” He turned and strode to the door, but as he opened it, he almost ran into a servant who had come to deliver a message. 

      “My lord, people have arrived. They have come from the sea. It’s Prince Fern. He wishes to see you.” 

      “Of course,” said Accolon, flying past the small man and nearly knocking him over. The five left in the room looked at each other. Vezzet was so pale Anna thought he might pass out. Tomasso, his brow creased in thought, was looking at his hands where they lay in his lap. He looked up suddenly right into Anna’s eyes, and she blushed, glad he could not know what she’d been thinking. She didn’t know what she saw in his eyes—something fierce, and it scared her a little. She looked at Vezzet, and despite his pale colouring, he gave her a reassuring smile, and it made her feel better. 

      “What the hell is going on?” she hissed to Luca under her breath. 

      He shook his head and spread his hands. 

      “But are they serious?” she pressed. “Are they actually saying that gods and angels are real? And that humans are capable of attacking them?” 

      He shrugged. 

      “But does this mean that these gods just rule Paragor, or do they rule Earth too?” Anna asked. “What’s everyone going to say when we get home and tell them the truth! They’ll be furious! Do you think they’ll believe us?” 

      Luca reached out and put his hands on Anna’s shoulders. “An, calm down. I don’t know. We’ll just have to wait and find out. Try not to let it worry you. Let’s go see who this Prince Fern is.” 

      Anna nodded mutely and followed the others out of the room. 

      As Luca entered the entrance hall ahead of Elixia and Anna, he stopped dead, a gasp escaping his lips. There stood Jane, and Luca rushed to reach her first, taking her in a huge embrace and kissing her on the lips. She gave a shocked, breathless laugh, clutching at him tightly. After a moment he stepped back that the others might greet her too. 

      A very, very tall, handsome man stood protectively behind Jane and stared at Luca with hard eyes. Luca wondered, bristling, who he was. 

      Another man and woman stood with them. The man had dark skin, was very large, and looked surly under his tattooed face. The woman was lean and muscled, and almost like a cat in the way she moved. 

      Then they stepped aside and Luca saw that another person stood behind them all. 

      Looking at the girl, Luca felt his heart clench. She was real. And even prettier than she had been in the water of the basin. 

      He waited for somebody to introduce them. 

      “This is Ria del Torr.” He looked into her eyes, and having her acknowledge him for the first time, he felt a little out of breath. 

      “Are you well?” she inquired worriedly. 

      He realised that he had been staring dumbly. Lowering his eyes he murmured an apology, wondering where his ever-present composure had gone. But he saw that she was smiling. 

      He was then introduced to the other two people. The woman’s name was Fey, and she was the Queen of the Amazonians. The man was Saish, Ria’s servant. 

      Accolon clasped hands with the man who had been standing behind Jane. 

      “Prince Accolon,” the man said warmly, a brilliant smile on his face. “It’s good to see you again. It’s been too long.” 

      Accolon nodded his head and said, “Prince Fern.” Too long indeed. Your presence here is certainly very welcome, and happens to come at a very timely moment. 

      So this was Prince Fern of Cynis Witron. Of course it was. Who else could it possibly have been? Even Luca, newly arrived, an entire country away, had heard about this man. This beloved man, the noblest warrior prince in the world. Even the people of other countries loved him, admired him, sought his approval, but never thought to come as close as that. He was a figurehead. A symbol. And here now, in front of Luca, behind Jane, and that meant so much. Everything was happening so quickly. It was hard to take it in, to make sense of what was plain and clear in front of him. 

      There it was—the way the prince was touching Jane’s elbow, as if in protection. Intimate, and personal. 

      Luca couldn’t help the surge of jealousy that seethed through him. Without thinking about it, he reached forward and took hold of Jane’s hand, drawing her a little closer to him. Jane smiled and squeezed back, but Fern just looked at him, at the two of them. 

      Though the prince must have only been a couple of years older than the Strangers, he was well muscled, and graceful beyond measure. His grey eyes stared at Luca with more than a little wariness, and Luca didn’t have to be too clever to guess why. There was a long straight sword at Fern’s waist. It was carved, but Luca was not close enough to make out the patterns. He was clad very lightly due to the hot weather. There was a silver band around his upper arm, and Luca wondered bitterly how it was not broken by the size of his muscles. 

      The two princes stood opposite one another and the rest of them could see that they were very different. One tall and graceful as a dancer, with laughter in his eyes. The other short and stocky, and no mirth in him at all. And yet there was something similar about them both. They were of an age, Luca realised, and perhaps it was their youth that made them seem similar. 

      Looking from one to the other, Luca felt a sense of insignificance. He looked at Jane, and for the first time in his life, did not feel close to his best friend. 

      Was that the power that Paragor had over them? To change everything that they had known and make them feel lost? 

      ***


      Jane felt happier than she had in a long time. She had finally found her friends. 

      “Oh, An! I’ve missed you so much!” she laughed, hugging the girl tightly. Luca still hadn’t let go of her hand. 

      “I know!” Anna squealed. “We thought we were never going to find you! Have you seen the others? Jack and Mia?” 

      “No. I’ll explain about that later. Where’s Harry?” 

      “He’s not far away—I think Accolon said he’d be able to come back into the city once he’s been crowned.” 

      Jane felt a surge of disappointment. “I was really looking forward to seeing him. But how have you both been?” 

      Luca and Anna exchanged a look. “Really good,” Anna said quickly. “We woke in a room in this palace, and we haven’t gone far since! How amazing is all of this!” 

      “Too amazing,” Jane agreed with a shake of her head. “I’m so glad I found you—if I had to spend one more moment alone, I would have gone crazy!” She threw a sideways glance at where Fern was still standing with Prince Accolon. He looked at her in the same moment and flashed her a grin. 

      “Where have you been?” Luca asked, giving her hand a squeeze. 

      “I woke up on a cliff face!” Jane laughed. “I was about to fall off! Then we had to get to the bottom of this huge mountain, and we came across this horrible battle, and then we went to the Elvish ice castle—” 

      “Who is ‘we’?” Luca asked, interrupting her tirade. 

      “Oh,” Jane smiled, a little flushed. “Fern and I.” 

      “The prince?” Anna gasped, covering her mouth with her hand. “You’ve been hanging out with the most famous,” here she paused to look at him, “gorgeous man in the world?” 

      Jane frowned. “I didn’t know he was a prince when I met him. He just happened to be on the cliff, and offered to help me.” 

      “Oh, Jane, you are so lucky,” Anna sighed. 

      “It’s not like that,” Jane said quickly. “He’s a bit of an idiot, actually. And engaged.” 

      Prince Accolon walked over and introduced himself to Jane. Luca reluctantly let go of her hand so that Accolon could shake it. 

      “Welcome to Amalia,” he said. His face seemed fixed in a permanent frown. He led them into a large room where they could sit down and talk. It seemed they had arrived just in time for a wedding and a coronation. 

      “Don’t tell me you’re going to rank higher than me!” Fern said, giving his younger sister a hug. She laughed. Elixia had the most enormous green eyes and Jane couldn’t help but stare at her youthful face. 

      “It’s nice to see you again, Jane,” the girl said to her. “I hope my brother has been taking care of you?” 

      Jane looked at Fern and couldn’t help but smile. “He’s been trying.” 

      “Jane doesn’t need looking after,” Fern muttered. “She’s a terror.” 

      “Are you honestly going to be the High Queen after tonight?” Jane asked Elixia. 

      The younger girl shrugged. “It seems so.” 

      “But ... you are so young!” 

      Elixia smiled. “We are all servants of duty. It cares not for our lost youth.” 

      “There is a matter,” Accolon said loudly, breaking into their conversation, “that will need addressing first thing in the morning. I invite you all to discuss it, for it involves every country in Paragor. I only wish there was a representative from Tirana.” 

      “Saish is from Tirana,” Ria cut in. 

      Accolon frowned. “He is a servant. He cannot be present for a council.” 

      Saish cleared his throat. “I think it may be time for me to tell you who I really am. 

      “I have been travelling through Cynis Witron under a false name. I have my reasons for this, and I would rather not explain them all now and waste time, but know that my true name is Liam, eldest son of Darknor.” 

      Accolon and Fern stared at him with wide eyes. 

      “Then you are the Emperor of the Sands of Anuk?” Fern asked with the tiniest hint of child-like awe and Jane gave him a surprised smile. He noticed and rolled his eyes at her. 

      “I am,” Liam replied calmly. He no longer seemed at all slow. He turned to Ria and said, “I am sorry to have deceived you. It was not the way a true friend acts, but you must believe that I now consider you to be exactly that, and I hope you feel the same about me. I only did what I did through necessity.” He paused for a moment, and seemed to struggle for the right words. “There is a bond between us after seeing the things that we did, and I will never be the one to break it.” There was more than one raised eyebrow after he said that, and though Ria blushed, she was evidently touched. 

      The emperor turned to the group and continued. “The Kabduh from the Sands of Anuk have a seer. Each year, and only once a year, he will tell us if the year to come will hold peace or war. After such a long period of peace, we were shocked to find that the coming year would bring the most destructive war Paragor has seen for thousands of years. That is all we were told. I needed passage to Uns Lapodis and Cynis Witron to see what I could learn of this war. I played servant for Ria because it allowed me to travel widely and learn of the coming trouble. I had no idea that I would be so fortunate as to come across Prince Fern and arrive at a war council. Now that you know who I am, I would ask to be present at your meeting in the morning.” 

      Accolon and Fern crossed the room and bowed in front of the emperor. 

      “We would be honoured to have you there to help guide our decisions. The gods know we have many to make,” Accolon said heavily. 

      He then turned to the rest of them and said, “The ceremony starts in a few hours. Elixia, you will need to get ready. I will say again, I hope you will all join me here in the morning for a council of war. Now if you will excuse me, I have a wedding for which to prepare.” He turned to leave, but just as he was about to walk from the room, he froze. 

      A tall, beautiful woman stood in the doorway. Her shoulders were tensed, and her arms hung limp at her sides. Locks of thick blonde hair fell down her back and framed a face that held bright blue eyes. 

      Accolon took three steps but stopped just short of her. “Satine ... I...” 

      “I am here to lend my help with the council. I had thought you might already be crowned. But as it isn’t until tonight, I will leave—” 

      “No! Don’t go. Please stay here for the night.” There was hopeless devotion in his eyes. 

      After scanning the room quickly, Satine said, “I cannot stay. I am not even supposed to be here.” 

      “Satine, this is ridiculous. I will be king in a few hours. There will be nobody to overrule me. The country owes you a debt. You must allow us to repay you.” He came a little bit closer to her, but she took a step back. 

      “They tried to burn me.” Her voice was not sure and steady as before. 

      “Gaddemar is dead,” Accolon said. 

      “I only came because I thought that you would already be king. I am not safe,” she said. 

      “Satine, nobody wishes you any harm. Stay,” Accolon said. 

      The sound of feet could be heard pounding along the hall and Harry careened around the corner and stopped. 

      “Satine, what’s wrong?” he asked breathlessly. 

      “I am fine,” she replied brusquely, then side-stepped Accolon and walked further into the room. 

      Harry spotted Jane and hurried over to embrace her. “Thank God you’re okay!” he whispered to her and they grinned at each other. The conversation continued around them. 

      “Who is it that you are to marry, my lord?” Satine asked. 

      Elixia walked gracefully to Accolon’s side. 

      “This is Princess Elixia from Cynis Witron, daughter of King Cornelius,” he said stiffly without taking his eyes off Satine. 

      Satine studied Elixia and then said to Accolon, “You are a lucky man, Accolon. She is beautiful.” 

      Satine was, perhaps, the loveliest woman Jane had ever seen, but standing next to this girl, this child with the huge eyes and the brown hair, she seemed older. 

      “I am honoured to meet the Princess of Lapis Matyr, and the famous spy. I hope I can count on you for guidance in days of hardship, my lady,” Elixia said. 

      Satine looked at her for a moment, and then she nodded. “Of course. And I, you.” 

      Accolon finally turned to the rest of the room. “For those of you that don’t yet know her, allow me to introduce Princess Satine of Lapis Matyr. She has been working for us as a spy against Leostrial for seven years. Thanks to her we have acquired much knowledge. In fact, she has given us the piece of information that has enabled us to prove what Leostrial is doing.” 

      “You have discovered what the scrolls represent?” 

      “Yes, but we can talk about this in the morning at the council. Fern, will you invite your father?” Accolon asked. 

      “I will. But you both really need to go and get ready.” Fern looked pointedly at the door, and Jane remembered that it was his sister who was being shunted to the side in all of this. He must be worried about her. Jane laid her hand on Fern’s arm, thinking to try and comfort him a little, but he quickly pulled away, not looking at her. Jane turned away from him, her cheeks burning with embarrassment. 

      Accolon looked towards Satine again. Their faces were expressionless, but their eyes seemed to communicate with each other. 

      “I need to speak with Satine first,” he said. 

      Satine gave a small, stiff nod, and they left through the door. 

      Elixia looked around, and then asked, “Where am I to ready myself?” 

      “In all the names of the gods,” Fern swore feelingly and shook his head—his sister, the woman who was to be crowned, was being ignored. 

      “I’ll help you,” Anna said quickly and the two girls left the room. 

      “Is everything all right?” Jane asked uncertainly, gesturing to the door where the girls had disappeared. 

      “I don’t know,” Luca said, “I think there are more things going on than we can understand. Best to leave it to them, I think.” 

      “She is the best spy in the world, and there is but a handful of people who know,” Fern said quietly, then shook his head. “To have spied on the most devious man in the world for seven years and not be compromised is no light thing. She has my admiration.” 

      “Mine too,” Harry put in. “She gave herself away just to get me out, and she almost got killed because of me. I owe her my life.” 

      “Why can’t Accolon change the rules so that they can marry?” Jane asked. “I mean, that’s what was going on, wasn’t it?” 

      “Accolon is marrying Elixia so there is a tighter alliance with Cynis Witron. It’s what we all need if we are to go to war. He cannot marry someone from a hostile country. Once he could have, perhaps, but things have changed because of Leostrial,” Fern said. “More importantly, he has made a promise to my sister, and must honour it.” 

      There was silence in the room for a moment, none of them wanting to get on the wrong side of the prince. 

      “Are we going to war then?” Ria asked eventually. 

      “I don’t know. Things will be clearer in the morning. There are dark times ahead.” Fern murmured. 

      “Ahead and behind,” Fey murmured. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 19

      Accolon led Satine into a small room off the main entrance hall and turned to face her. 

      Satine felt tired. Tired of life, tired of the mess she found herself in. “It is all right, Accolon. We could not have been together. You are doing the right thing.” 

      He closed his eyes and said, “I’m not doing the right thing by my heart.” 

      Satine sighed. He was not going to make this easy. 

      “We can’t always have everything we wish for. You must understand that.” She was thinking about when she had come to realise this herself—on the stake, about to die. “It is time for us to grow up.” 

      “No. Surely we are not just here to do what is expected of us, and live in pain?” His eyes burned with determination. 

      “That is true. But why are you telling me this? You are resigned to your fate. You are only making it worse for both of us,” she said in the same deflated voice. 

      “I need you to know how much I love you.” 

      “Why? So that you can have a clear conscience? So that when you think of me, you may have an easy heart, knowing that I understand?” 

      “It’s not like that. I’d be with you forever if I could.” 

      Satine frowned and shook her head. 

      This was not the boy she had fallen in love with. Once upon a time he had spoken of big, grand ideas, ideas for change, for living differently and outside the oppressing rules of the court. But now he was different. He followed those same rules he had once abhorred. He was not strong enough even to take what he wanted from life. He was about to be king, and he was letting fear rule him. 

      It was, in the end, a matter of change. She had grown up, as had Accolon, and she no longer knew him. 

      Satine closed her eyes, because by then, there was something else inside her too. A knowledge of what she had to do. 

      She gave Accolon a smile, which she hoped would not seem false, and she turned her face up slowly to kiss him gently on the lips. A goodbye. 

      “You must do this,” she whispered, knowing he needed to feel that he was doing the right thing. 

      “You must know this,” he replied. “Until time ends I will love you, and when this is all over, maybe we can finally be together. Surely nothing could keep us apart forever.” 

      A single tear slid down her face, and she hid it from him. She thought for a moment of their child, and was suddenly glad beyond telling that he’d never known. 

      Satine paused at the door to say one last thing. “We might have been kindred once, Accolon. But no more. We walk different paths. The sooner you realise that, the better it will be for all of us.” 

      She didn’t turn to look at his expression, nor wait for a reply. There was nothing he could say that she wanted to hear just then. She was walking away from a man she thought she’d known, and the disillusionment broke her heart. But she did it, and shut the door behind her. There was a new path reaching out before her now. And a broken heart was not new for her. 

      ***


      Fern was the last to leave the room to prepare for the coronation, and Jane hung back from her friends so that she might have a moment alone with him. 

      “I’m sorry I did that,” she said, remembering how quickly Fern had pulled his arm away from her touch. “I was just trying to give you a bit of support, I knew you must have been upset because Accolon was ignoring your sister. I won’t do it again.” 

      Fern’s face softened. “No, I’m sorry. I thought ... Oh, never mind.” 

      “What, what did you think?” 

      “Well, I thought the touch might have held more in it than concern,” he said and added with a grin, “which wouldn’t be so hard to believe.” 

      “That wasn’t it,” she assured him quickly, trying to hide her discomfort. 

      “I mean, I shouldn’t have thought that you were capable of hurting somebody in such a way,” he said. 

      “What do you mean? Hurt someone? Athena?” 

      “No, that would be my own fault. You would be hurting Luca.” 

      “What?” 

      “You are courting him?” he said, frowning. 

      Jane sighed and remembered how Luca had been holding her hand. “I’m not, Fern.” 

      He snorted with disbelief. “He certainly wanted me to get that impression.” 

      “Is that my fault?” she snapped. “He just missed me—we’re friends. Friends are allowed to be affectionate towards each other. And it’s not your business anyway, Fern. Stop trying to control me.” 

      He groaned and turned away, shaking his head. “I cannot believe you. I’ve been trying to help you! And if you weren’t so hopeless, maybe I wouldn’t have to try so hard!” 

      She couldn’t help but laugh. “Oh? Fern, just ... shut up,” she said and he turned back to her, a smile on his face. 

      “Shut up? Goodness, that was a cutting retort. How do I proceed?” 

      “You can start by getting over yourself.” 

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I thought this whole thing happened because you find me irresistible,” he grinned. 

      “That’s exactly my point. You think that.” 

      “But it isn’t true?” 

      “No.” 

      “Good. Because when you touched me, I had a horrible moment thinking my lunch was going to make its way back up.” 

      “Oh, Fern, you’re disgusting!” Jane laughed and pushed him into the wall. “And excruciatingly cruel.” 

      Fern simply flashed her a grin and winked. 

      ***


      After much bustling and preparation, the people were seated in readiness for the ceremony. The great hall was bedecked with summer flowers and beautiful white satin, and the dais where Accolon and Elixia stood was wreathed in wild purple heather and gold cloth. 

      Jane and Ria had been dressed by two of Columba’s ladies-in-waiting. Ria looked at Jane beside her and then smoothed the fabric of her own dress. Ria had never really been concerned with her looks. Why should now be any different? 

      She knew why. It was because there was a man sitting on her other side, who, for some strange reason, kept looking at her. Luca’s stare was unabashed and kept making her blush. 

      Elixia and Accolon were dressed in white with purple and gold trim. Under the guidance of the high priest, gold-laurel leaf crowns were placed on their brows. 

      Then they stood, hands clasped, in front of the gathering of noblemen and women, and recited the vows of loyalty to their country and to each other. 

      They looked beautiful, but as Ria looked more closely, she saw that Elixia seemed taut and drawn, and there was no warmth in Accolon’s eyes. 

      Once it was over, they were shepherded into the huge dining hall for the feast. 

      Ria sat between Jane and Luca, but since Jane was arguing with Fern across the table, Ria turned and spoke to Luca, who was looking at her intently from under his long dark lashes. 

      “Who are you?” he asked. Obviously he was not one for pointless chatter. 

      “What do you mean, who am I?” 

      “Tell me about yourself. I want to know who you really are.” 

      “My name is Ria—” 

      “I know your name. Tell me about you,” he said and rested his arm alongside hers. A shiver ran through her at the warmth of his skin, and she decided not to bother with the indignation she knew she should feel. 

      “I grew up in a small village called Torr,” she began, and ended up telling him her story. “I grew up as an only child, and left my village so that I could try and make some money for my family. Now my mother is dead, and my father can barely survive on his own.” She shrugged briefly. “Hard times have fallen on a lot of the villages in my country. There is a lot of sorrow and most struggle to leave it behind.” 

      “Do you?” he asked. 

      Ria looked down at the table and hesitated for a long time. “I don’t think I’ll ever leave it behind,” she said eventually. “What of you, Luca? Who are you?” 

      “Sometimes I don’t know who I am. I think I’ve changed a lot since coming here. Last year I wouldn’t have dreamed of asking that question of anyone. But I feel a little like I know you.” His colour deepened, and she wondered what he had been thinking. “This world has opened up a whole set of new emotions for me. You’ve no idea what it’s like. It sort of feels like everything on Earth was muted in comparison to this world. I mean, the worst thing I had to deal with there was detention.” 

      “What’s detention?” 

      Luca laughed. “Punishment for not doing my homework. Don’t worry—it isn’t as bad as it sounds. Here there isn’t even school, let alone homework.” 

      Ria listened, trying to understand what he was talking about. 

      “It seems so ridiculous that I would have worried about that stuff when there is so much bigger stuff going on. Also in my world we have pretty advanced technology. There’s this thing called electricity that makes everything a lot easier. But when you bring everything back to basics—like using fire for light, and horses for transport; it feels nice. It simplifies everything.” Luca paused and smiled ruefully. “I think Anna would disagree with me there. She hates not having her hair straightener, and I think Harry misses his fast food.” Ria stared at him blankly and he frowned. “Sorry. You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?” 

      She shook her head apologetically. “Tell me though. You spoke of new emotions?” she asked, genuinely interested. 

      He hesitated and she saw his eyes flash behind her, and she remembered who was sitting on her other side. She should have known. How could anyone not be in love with Jane? 

      He turned back to her after a moment and said, “I feel as though my life back on Earth is just an unimportant, insignificant thing in the face of what I’ve seen here.” 

      “But I sort of feel the same, Luca. Court life is very different to life as a grape-grower’s daughter. Don’t think you are alone in that,” she reassured him. 

      He smiled and drank some of his wine. “I play music too,” he murmured. 

      “What instrument?” she asked. 

      “A guitar,” he said, and Ria frowned. “It’s a stringed instrument, but not like your harp. Here.” He stood up and walked over to the corner where he had placed his guitar. She wondered at his dedication, having managed to bring the instrument all the way with him. 

      He sat back down and plucked a few strings. She had never heard such music. But what caught her eye, and clutched at her heart, was the sudden realisation of the beauty of his hands. Large, and square, and perfect. A musician’s hands. 

      He smiled at the astonished look on her face, misreading her wonderment. 

      “It’s nice isn’t it?” he asked quietly, looking fondly at the instrument. “Would you like to try it?” He handed her the guitar, and she looked at it carefully before plucking the strings gently. 

      “Sometimes, when I play ... it feels as though I’m not really a part of the living world. Like everything else stops. Do you know what I mean?” he asked. 

      She did. And she had never met anyone who had ever understood. 

      “It’s an escape, I suppose,” she said thoughtfully and he nodded. 

      “Ria,” Accolon called from the end of the table, “would you sing for us? Your reputation precedes you.” 

      Ria handed the guitar back to Luca and picked up her own harp. 

      “It would be an honour, my lord. This is a song that I have always loved, so I shall sing it as best I can on your wedding day. Please don’t take offence at my poor attempt.” 

      She played the first few notes of the beautiful song that had been written many years ago by Accolon himself. Everyone had heard that song. It had been written so long ago, by a boy who happened to be royal, and it was so ridiculously simple, that no one gave it much thought anymore. But the simplicity was what made it beautiful. 

      She raised her voice high above everybody and felt herself float away. 

      “Only the sea can hear my love, floating on the wave,


      Unheard of by the one that holds my heart, the one whom I crave.


      She walks on the roadways of my heart,


      And swims in the river of my blood,


      But there are too many things which forever keep us apart.”


      She paused before the chorus briefly to note that Luca had joined in with his guitar, adding flawless harmony. He then lifted his voice with her to hum quietly, supporting her in every note, and she realised how good a musician he really was. 

      “Please don’t cry, oh lady, 


      Oh lady, who plays my heart like it were a harp. 


      Your eyes are my light, 


      Oh lady, lady, lady.” 


      Together they soared through the song, a song of pure, innocent love. And when it ended, the audience cheered, for they had never heard a more beautiful rendition. 

      Looking at Luca, Ria was unable to keep the smile from her lips. But their moment was interrupted by a quiet voice. 

      “You have sung my song as it has never been sung before. You pay tribute to me, and make my poor attempt at writing into a thing of beauty. Thank you.” But for all his appreciative words, Accolon’s face was not pleased. It was tired. And that was when Ria realised. It was a song that had broken hearts, and would do so many times again. It had not, of course, been written for his new bride. 

      Looking at Satine, who was sitting a little way down the table, she saw that her face was empty of any emotion. Ria decided quickly to play another song with Luca. 

      Then she let him play one by himself, so that she might enjoy it. After the meal, there was a much larger company of musicians and dancers to perform for them, and the crowd of guests stood to dance and mingle and drink ice wine. The festivities went on for hours, well into the wee hours of the morning until everyone there had celebrated the new marriage in their kingdom and could no longer keep from their beds. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 20

      The next morning came all too soon for the revellers, but with the sun came the reality of what must happen, and so they all filed into one of Accolon’s studies ready for the council of war, bright and early. There was a very large round table in the centre so that they could all sit facing each other and have equal say in the discussion. 

      The Strangers were there, as were all members of royalty who were in Amalia, and the people of importance in Accolon’s court. 

      Harry sat in between Luca and Jane. She was looking even more lovely than usual. It was the presence of danger that had made her stronger, and she appeared almost regal in her hard resolution. Plus, something that only her friends from Earth could have noticed, there was a light in her eyes and a flush to her cheeks that made her look breathless with excitement, something none of them had ever seen in her before. Harry had absolutely no idea what was causing it, but he definitely wanted to find out. 

      Anna sat with her hawk eyes peering intently around the table, trying to pick up even the tiniest details. She’s intelligent, that one, Harry thought with pride, but she looked very pale. Vezzet was staring at her longingly, and Harry had to hold back a smirk. Tomasso, Vezzet’s superior, watched the two of them, a dark expression on his face. Harry had never once seen the man smile, and had noticed that he was always watching everyone with a darkly calculating expression that gave Harry the creeps. 

      Fern was talking animatedly to Jane, across Anna and the two chancellors. Eventually Tomasso suggested that he swap seats with Jane, so that they could continue their conversation properly. Harry couldn’t help but stare at the Elf prince. 

      Entering the city, Harry and Satine had spent a few hours in a busy tavern and he’d been surprised to notice that the talk within was about three things: the assassination of Gaddemar; the woman who was to be the new queen; and for no reason at all except the fact that he was always talked about, her brother, the prince from Cynis Witron, who was half Elf, and bright as the morning star. What Harry had not expected from the prince, having heard how brave and noble he was, was his sense of humour, and ability to lighten any mood. Harry knew that Jack, if he were here, would be practically drooling over the way Fern could make a joke from anything. 

      Harry, for his part, could barely look the man in the eye, he was so intimidated by his roguish gallantry. The problem, though, was that Harry was starting to get the feeling they were going to need people who could take things seriously, and he tried to quell a rising doubt about Fern’s ability to do just that. He never stopped laughing. 

      Accolon sat silently next to his new bride. He must have been thinking hard because, although Elixia was trying to talk to him, he seemed oblivious. 

      Harry looked over at the second king in the room. Cornelius was talking to the Emperor Liam who was calmly telling him about the torture methods in Tirana. The old king looked as though he might be sick, and the picture would have been comical, had Harry not heard what Liam was saying and turned pale himself. 

      “Do you ever have a hard time putting it together?” Harry asked Luca softly and his friend looked at him questioningly. “All the magic and adventure and the people who are so amazing you’d expect them only to exist in books—and the brutality that seems to hide around every corner.” 

      Luca nodded. “I know what you mean. There are so many extremes here. Cruelty and injustice walk hand in hand with beauty and courage.” 

      Harry wasn’t surprised to hear his friend say something so thoughtful. Luca had always been rather poetic. 

      “There has to be something for the good guys to conquer in the end though doesn’t there?” Luca added, shrugging. 

      Harry nodded, catching onto Luca’s point. All this light and shade was what made it exciting. “Without evil for us to face, we wouldn’t be part of this,” he said. “This really important stuff. Do you think its true that we really have a role in everything?” 

      Luca clasped his big hands together on the table and frowned. “I don’t know. I never thought I’d believe in a prophecy, but everyone here seems to be so sure ... ” 

      Harry could hardly contain his excitement. “But imagine if it is!” he grinned, his voice squeaking. 

      Luca looked at him and gave a gentle smile. “Don’t get too carried away. It could all turn out to be rubbish.” 

      Harry shook his head, unwilling to accept the idea. Just imagine—him, Harry, always so clumsy, so inadequate at everything, so boring, now a world’s saviour! 

      He swallowed loudly and forced his attention back to the room. He wanted to try and get the feel of each person there. 

      Ria sat next to Luca. She was pretty, Harry thought, but there was so much awkwardness in her. Luca’s attraction to the older girl surprised Harry. He’d always thought that Luca would only ever have eyes for Jane. But now, here he was, leaning attentively towards Ria in a way that was unmistakably interested, and completely unwilling to take his attention away from her. 

      Harry decided to keep his nose out of it—none of his friends ever came to him for romantic advice anyway, since it wasn’t like he knew anything about love. 

      He wondered what the kids back at school would say if he tried to tell them about all of this. If he could show them a picture of this room, and what was going on. Imagine if they knew he was sitting around a table with men who had real swords at their waists! 

      And his parents! His mother and father who had never thought he’d amount to anything, and who’d practically already told him not to bother applying for any universities next year since he’d couldn’t even come close to getting the marks his older brothers had recieved. Harry would give anything for them to see him here. Would they recognise him? Did he already look cooler? More like he’d accomplished something, meant something? More like a hero? He certainly felt different. 

      Harry looked over at one of the scariest men he had ever seen. Kha~dim was the leader of the El~ariah warriors. The deadly fighters were the king’s personal guards. Fiercely loyal, they would despatch anyone who posed a threat to their king. They were positioned around the room in the shadows, out of the way, though always at the ready. Harry could see no weapons, but he had no doubt that the lithe soldiers could kill with their bare hands. 

      Kha~dim actually looked a great deal like Liam, and he was not surprised to learn that the El~ariah had originally come from the Kabduh desert warriors. But that was before they were tortured and turned into something else all together. 

      “Who were they tortured by?” Harry had asked Satine when she’d told him the story. 

      She’d hesitated for a long moment and then, quickly, her hands wringing together uncomfortably, she’d said, “They called him The Scourge of Paragor. He’s long gone, and we don’t talk about him anymore.” 

      Harry had tried to ask her more, but she’d been unwilling to say any more. He shivered and turned away to gaze at all the others around him. 

      “All right?” Luca asked him, turning to pat him on the shoulder. 

      “Yes,” Harry replied with a grin. Luca’s own expression was far more controlled, but pleased nonetheless. “Can you imagine what havoc Jack would be wreaking in here!” Harry said. 

      Luca’s smile broadened. “It might be a good thing after all that they’re not here yet—I get the feeling most of the people in this room would punish first and ask questions later for the pranks that Jack likes to play.” 

      Harry smiled, eyeing the long sword that hung at Fern’s waist. “You have to admit it’s all pretty cool.” 

      There was a small bang on the table, and Accolon stood up. The room fell into respectful silence. 

      “You all know why we’re here.” He looked around the table for confirmation, and went on. 

      “Our freedom is threatened. Leostrial first came to Lapis Matyr seven years ago. He sailed in from the seas, from a place unknown. It was clear that he had considerable dark power, and he used it to take over the country with but a small army. Far smaller than the army he faced. 

      “When this happened, Satine agreed to spy on Leostrial and report to us his actions. Over the years she has managed to convey quite clearly that Leostrial is planning to take over Paragor. However, we’ve never known when or how. 

      “A few weeks ago, our situation changed dramatically with the arrival of the six Strangers. 

      “I believe they are the Bright Ones.” 

      The people around the table nodded their heads in agreement. Harry looked around curiously. 

      “Satine brought with her two scrolls from Leostrial’s study. Yesterday Elixia was able to tell us what these scrolls actually depict.” He paused to unfurl the scrolls and lay them in the centre of the table for everyone to see. 

      Then he gestured for his queen to speak. 

      Elixia stood and leant to point at the maps, and indicating the large building in the first, she said, “This may be difficult for you to understand, because Paragor has been completely ignorant of the truth for many years, so you must listen with an open mind.” Nobody spoke, so she continued. “You all know of the morning star Elendial as the last true star to shine, the last of the stars to die when the Great One was destroyed. Well it is not dead, as we have thought, but thriving. It is on Elendial that the gods meet.” 

      A shocked silence descended on the chamber and she went on quickly, pointing to the map, “This structure here is the only one on the star. It houses angelic beings and provides a meeting place for the gods. This room here is called the meeting room. If the gods meet, you can be sure it is important, for they don’t lightly leave the realms over which they rule.” 

      It took most of them a moment to understand what she was saying, for Elendial had been thought to have been lost a long time ago, along with all the other stars, and its death was deeply mourned. 

      Harry felt like actually checking his ears to make sure he wasn’t going insane. He couldn’t possibly have heard her correctly. Angels and gods? 

      “Have we stepped into a fanatical religious cult or something?” he whispered under his breath to Jane. 

      She shrugged, not looking away from Elixia. 

      Accolon nodded to his wife and as she sat down he took his place again. “Now, the fact that Leostrial was in possession of these maps is our first clue. Our next clue, Harry?” 

      Harry carefully stood and recounted his dream. His voice was shaky—he wasn’t used to speaking in front of so many important people—and his face flushed deeply. 

      He told the anxious listeners about the angel and the arrows, the room he had seen, and watched their expressions as they began to understand. As he described the building, he realised it was exactly as Elixia had explained it. He was more than pleased to banish the thought that they were all crazy. 

      Rushing to the end of the dream, he sat down gratefully and Accolon stood up once again. 

      “Taking this into account along with Leostrial’s possession of the maps, the Kabduh seer’s prediction that war is upon us, and the fact that the angel in Harry’s dream spoke the words, ‘They are coming’, it seems that Leostrial is planning to wage war on the star Elendial.” 

      “Could he not just be planning to attack the rest of us?” Emperor Liam asked. 

      Satine shook her head and said, “I’ve spoken to him on a number of occasions and he has never expressed any desire to do any such thing. It has to be Elendial he seeks to attack.” 

      There was a deep silence in the room as everyone contemplated what this meant. An incredulous silence. A question hung in the air. 

      “But ... why?” Jane asked. 

      Accolon shrugged. “A thirst for power, I imagine. If Leostrial were to win, he would have complete and total control over Paragor. I don’t have to tell you that this would be ... disastrous. Who knows what he would do with such power! From what we have seen in the past, he is likely to run the world into the ground, slaughtering men, women and children in his bloodlust. We must stop him. We must gather all the forces of Paragor as one in fighting Leostrial, or we shall perish. 

      “The problem is,” Accolon continued more quietly now, “we don’t know if the events of the dream have come to pass yet—if the gods know of Leostrial’s plans, surely they would make plans of their own. If we are to plan a proper attack, then we must know.” 

      Fern cleared his throat and said softly, “Not so, my lord. There is still much to be done. The time has come to act.” 

      That was when Harry realised he’d been wrong. Fern may be wild and fun-loving, and even—from what Harry could see—a little immature at times. But not when it mattered. 

      Ria stood up. “I have something that may help you.” She waited for Accolon to nod before continuing. 

      “A few days ago, I returned to my village after many years. The men had been away and a pack of sabre-tooths had killed many of the women and children. I followed the beasts to a ridge not far from the Elvish border. Liam was with me. We watched the beasts for a night and a day, and I will admit that my mind was filled with thoughts of revenge. I didn’t have a plan, and it was a stupid thing for me to do. 

      “Mid-afternoon on the second day, as we watched, something happened. We all know the story of Locktar. We grew up to understand that this beast was just a tale.” Ria closed her eyes. “It is not just a tale. I saw him begin to herd a large pack of sabre-tooths north. I will leave it up to you to guess who has enough power to control the beast.” 

      Harry looked around the room. Each had a horrified expression. Elixia’s hand covered her mouth. Tomasso closed his eyes. 

      Ria sat down, and Harry saw Luca rest his hand on her arm gently. Accolon stood slowly and put his hands on the table for support. 

      “It seems that Leostrial has control of one of the most dangerous beasts ever to cross the earth.” Accolon sighed heavily. “His power is very great. He has an army of sabre-tooths, though I don’t know how he’ll transport them across the sea. How many were there, Ria?” 

      Fern answered, “There were over a thousand, but they are well diminished in number.” 

      “How so?” 

      “My father and I dealt with them.” 

      Accolon nodded in thanks and then continued. “But Leostrial could not have power enough to control Locktar. It cannot be.” 

      “He does, actually,” Jane said. She hadn’t stood up to speak, but she looked up at Accolon with fear in her eyes. “He does have enough power. In fact, he has more than enough. It surpasses everything in this world. Something happened when we arrived, and it changed him. I don’t know how, but he has new power.” 

      Harry stared at his friend, shocked by the certainty in her voice. Nobody questioned her. 

      “I know why,” said a quiet voice. They all looked at Satine. She looked at Jane, and they seemed to understand one another. 

      Satine didn’t stand either. She sat and stared, as something flickered through her eyes. “It was because of me.” 

      Accolon’s jaw clenched for a moment. “What are you talking about?” he asked flatly. 

      Satine looked up at him and said, “He loved me, I think. It took him many years to trust me enough to be able to do so. When I betrayed him, he changed. Try to understand this.” Satine paused for a moment to get her thoughts straight. “Leostrial is not entirely evil,” she said slowly. “No one is. There were things he wanted to do that I hated, but there were also some things that I agreed with. He was trying to rebuild the country. He wanted it to prosper. It was not about destruction, though it may seem that way. It was about trying to create something that he believed was good. About opinions, and ideas. We may not agree with him, and yes, I believe that he must be stopped, but ... he is not ... without feeling.” 

      Harry stretched his memory back to when he had first come to Amalia. He knew the story. He knew how Leostrial had killed Satine’s father and married her mother. And yet here Satine sat, making excuses for the man. Understanding him. 

      Everyone else seemed just as confused. 

      Satine sighed wearily. “Jane is right. He has been changed. Betrayal does that to people. He will no longer be moved by anything. Except me. 

      “I will go back. Maybe, just maybe, his feelings for me go deep enough that I can buy you time. I will not be able to stop him forever, understand, but it may be just enough to help you.” Her face was blank. She had accepted her fate. 

      “No,” the king said. 

      “Accolon—” Satine tried to reason, but she was interrupted. 

      “No. You are not going back there.” His voice was low and angry. “I forbid it. It is too dangerous. He will kill you.” 

      “We may all die if I do not act,” she said. “At least I shall die saving my country and the people I love. And at least I might try to have the vengeance I set myself upon so many years ago, I must do this,” 

      The room was quiet, waiting for Accolon to speak. 

      “But you have been through so much,” the king said quietly. 

      Satine shrugged and smiled a little sadly. 

      They looked at each other a moment longer and then Accolon cleared his throat. “We must decide what actions to take.” 

      Fern nodded and said, “We need to gather everyone who is fit to fight from each country. Each leader is to take charge of their own people and their own army. Satine, how long can you hold him for us?” 

      Satine frowned and thought for a moment. “Give me a couple of weeks,” she said eventually. 

      Fern nodded. “A month, that’s all you have,” he said, turning to the leaders. “Have your armies ready by then, and gather them at the docks. My father and I will make sure there are enough boats to carry your men. You can best decide how to rally them together, but they must be ready to sail in one month’s time.” 

      The leaders agreed. Fern continued, “We don’t know who else Leostrial has fighting by his side, so we must be prepared for anything. He has Locktar, the sabre-tooths, and his army. Your armies need to be well armed to face such foes.” Fern turned to his sister. 

      “Queen Elixia,” he addressed her formally and she blinked. “How is it that you know about Elendial?” 

      Elixia sighed. With a regretful voice, she said, “I know, brother, because I have been there.” 

      She paused to let them take this in. 

      “What?” Fern exclaimed. 

      “I know you’re curious,” she said firmly, “but the story is not one I’m willing to tell today. Perhaps when this war is over, and we have rid the world of some of its evil I’ll be able to explain.” 

      “Lix, you can’t just...” Fern started to say, but his younger sister held up her hand to stop him. 

      “I don’t want to discuss this further,” she uttered, her voice deadly. 

      Fern looked at her for a long moment and then sighed, giving a reluctant nod. 

      “Is there any way that we can get in contact with the gods? It may be worth taking council with them too—just to let them know that we will fight for them.” 

      “Take council with the gods?” Cornelius interrupted. He stared at his children as if they had gone mad. “You don’t just talk to the gods as if they are your friends, son!” 

      “Fern is right, father,” Elixia said. “If you need to speak with them, then there is only one way to do it.” 

      “Tell us, then.” 

      “You must use  The Book of the Dead. It contains a summoning incantation, which is the only way to communicate with them. Unless they deem it necessary and come to you.” 

      “Is that how you spoke with them?” 

      Elixia gave a wry smile. “Let me rephrase that. It is the only way to speak with the gods without dying.” 

      And what could possibly be said to something like that? Everyone stared at her. The silence was so deep you could have heard a pin drop. 

      “Ah, what?” Fern asked. He was clearly struggling. 

      She sighed. “Never mind.” 

      They all looked at her helplessly. She seemed content not to say anything more. 

      “Where is the book?” Accolon asked finally. 

      “Wait a minute!” Cornelius interrupted his children. “This isn’t right. You don’t meddle with the gods—there is a greater power at work than our will! It is not in our hands to decide to look upon them, let alone speak to them!” 

      “It is in our hands, for there exists a book that allows such a thing,” Jane said quietly and there was definitely sense in her words. “As Fern said, we have gone past the time for sitting still. We must act, and from what we know, this is the only thing we can do.” 

      Cornelius shook his head but didn’t say anything, and Fern turned back to his sister. “The book?” 

      “Is on the Isle of Guanu.” 

      Fern groaned. “How in the name of Actaeon and Danae are we going to get it from there?” 

      “With great difficulty, I suspect,” Elixia replied. 

      Harry turned to Luca, “Where’s that?” 

      “No idea.” 

      Fern thought for a moment, and then said, “We need a change of plan. A small party will sail on the fastest ship in the fleet to the Isle of Guanu. We’ll retrieve the book and return to council.” 

      “Who do you propose will go?” Accolon asked. 

      “Well, myself of course,” Fern said. 

      “And I would come, but the leaders have other duties,” said Liam. 

      Accolon spread his hands wide. “Who does this expedition need?” 

      Fern folded his arms over his chest and looked around. 

      “I’ll go with you!” Harry blurted. Fern sized him up, and Harry suddenly feared that this would be exactly like sport at school, where no one had ever picked him for their team. Why would Prince Fern want him for a dangerous expedition? Harry was just about to shake his head and retract the statement when Fern smiled. 

      “I’d be honoured to have you, Harry,” the prince said sincerely. 

      Jane caught Harry’s eye and smiled fondly. 

      Luca, at his side shook his head slightly. “I’ll go too,” Harry’s best friend said with the slightest hint of reluctance. 

      “You don’t have to protect me, Luca,” Harry hissed but Luca ignored him. 

      “Wonderful,” Fern said. 

      Jane cleared her throat. 

      Fern smiled. “How did I not know you would want to come?” 

      She smiled and shrugged. 

      “I shall come too, for I know my way around the Isle,” Fey said quietly. 

      “How is that?” Fern asked. 

      “Amazonians are trained in combat on Guanu,” she said lightly. 

      “Well that’s fine, but am I right in assuming that none of you can fight?” Fern asked wryly, gesturing to the Strangers. 

      Harry blushed. 

      “Wait,” Jane interjected. “What exactly is it that we’re going to have to fight?” 

      “The Isle of Guanu is full of dangers,” Fey responded cryptically. 

      “Ria—you can fight. Will you come?” Fern asked her. 

      Ria glanced sideways at Luca and then shrugged in response. “I will,” she murmured. 

      “Wait!” Columba said sharply. “You cannot be serious in taking three so ill-prepared people with you. What possible help could they be?” 

      Nobody knew what to say. She was right, Harry knew, but what could he do? 

      It was, of course, Jane who came to their rescue. “Do you think,” she said very softly, “that we might be allowed a chance to prove ourselves? Is that not why we’re here, or am I mistaken?” 

      There was an intake of breath around the room. Columba stared at the girl, clearly unused to being contradicted in any way, and certainly not by a girl. 

      Jane looked calmly at the older woman, waiting for a response. Fern looked as if he were trying hard not to smile. 

      “Well if the High Queen cannot voice her concerns then I don’t know what—” she started to say, then realised her mistake. 

      “I think, Columba, that you have made a slip of the tongue,” Elixia interrupted softly, her voice like knives. “You are no longer the queen, and I would appreciate it if you didn’t speak such treasonous words in front of me.” 

      Columba paled. 

      “Jane is correct—why else are the Strangers here if not to help us? And I think they must be allowed to prove their worth, and make their own mistakes, just as the rest of us are.” 

      Fern continued. “I’ll find four others to make the team ten—I think that’s a suitable number, and we might need some brawn on our side. We sail this afternoon.” His eyes were bright. 

      “There are two of my women placed here. I think you’ll find them quite capable in battle,” Fey offered. 

      “Two more then,” Fern said, looking pleased. “I shall head out and find some suitable men for the job.” He stood and looked around the room. “Farewell for now. We will return here after we have acquired the book. Hopefully it will not take us too long. If not, you must go ahead without us.” 

      Before they could move, Accolon said, “Wait! There is still the matter of the Bright Ones. It seems foolish not to discuss it while we are all here. What is it that you plan to do?” he asked. Everybody turned to stare. 

      Someone coughed. 

      Harry cleared his throat and began, “We have no—” 

      “We will do what we can to help you,” Jane interrupted him. 

      Accolon closed his eyes and seemed content with this answer. “Your great deeds have been foretold. We can only wait.” 

      “Forgive me for interrupting,” Emperor Liam said. “But am I the only one who counts just four Strangers in this room? The prophecy speaks of six.” He stared at Jane. 

      She frowned. “I’ve seen them. They crossed. They’re just not here yet.” 

      “Shouldn’t we be sending searchers?” Elixia asked. “They must be found.” 

      Jane shook her head. “You can’t find them. They will arrive when they are needed. It will only be wasting time if we look for them.” 

      “How do you know this?” Accolon asked. 

      “I was shown,” Jane replied after a moment. 

      There was a silence. “You were shown,” Columba repeated, her voice flat and cruel. 

      “Jane was visited by a mermaid,” Fern informed them. 

      The council nodded and murmured in agreement at this news. Harry, Luca and Anna stared at Jane but she didn’t meet their eyes. 

      “Goodbye for now,” Fern nodded to the group, standing to leave. 

      Harry looked at the two of them, surprised. Fern returned Jane’s look and then nodded, flashing her a smile. “As you wish.” 

      She stood and walked from the room with Fern. 

      “Why is she going with him?” Harry whispered to Luca, who didn’t say anything, just stared with narrowed eyes at the door their friend had disappeared through. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 21

      The gathering dispersed to prepare for the voyage. The airless council room was stiflingly hot in midsummer, so Anna made for the shade of the gardens. The voyagers would not be leaving for another few hours, so she had plenty of time before the meeting she had arranged to have with her friends before they departed. 

      Anna found herself drawn to the basin. She remembered what had frightened her last time, and now knew what it must be. Locktar—the creature of nightmares of which Ria had spoken. 

      She sat at the stone bench not far from the basin, trying to gather the courage to touch that water again. 

      “You will have to look in some time.” 

      Anna started and looked up to see Tomasso watching her from the other side of the clearing. 

      “Why?” she asked guardedly. 

      “Is it not why you came here?” he asked carefully. 

      Anna shifted uncomfortably under his intense stare. “Yes ... I’m just a bit nervous. But I think I’ll be all right now, so you can get back to your ... work.” 

      Tomasso took a few small steps closer said, “Many are nervous before looking into the basin of destiny.” 

      “The basin of what?” 

      “Destiny,” he repeated quietly. 

      Anna didn’t want to encourage him, but she felt a tendril of dread creeping into her. “Why is it called that?” 

      “Because that’s what it is.” 

      Anna clicked her tongue in frustration. “Tomasso, I don’t understand.” 

      “It is a basin that shows your destiny.” 

      “The basin shows your future?” Anna breathed. 

      “No, that’s not what I said. You confuse future with destiny. They are different things.” 

      “What is destiny then?” she asked. 

      He paused for a moment and gestured to the basin. “Whatever you see in there.” He walked over and stared down at her for a long moment, brow furrowed, eyes searching. “But you have already looked into the basin, have you not?” 

      She looked up into his intense brown eyes. “What does it mean that Locktar is my destiny?” she whispered. 

      Tomasso’s eyes widened in an uncharacteristic show of emotion and he opened his mouth to say something, but a voice came from the side of the clearing, where Tomasso had first appeared. Vezzet hurried over and sat down on the seat next to her, taking her hand in his own. “It means nothing. The basin can be wrong,” he said dismissively. 

      “You know that is not true,” Tomasso protested. 

      “Stop it, Tomasso! She’s frightened, can’t you see?” Vezzet said and turned to Anna. She was so reassured by his friendly expression and gentle touch that she felt her shoulders relax. They immediately tensed again when she looked back at Tomasso. 

      “Soon enough she will face the reality of whatever is in that basin,” Tomasso said, staring down at her. “Look again, Anna, if you aren’t sure what you first saw. Tell us what you really see.” 

      Anna walked over to the basin. Tentatively she dipped her fingers into the water and watched the surface ripple and move. Once more, blood red eyes stared straight into her own, and a piercing shriek sounded in her mind. Wrenching her body away from the basin, she lost her footing and again fell to the ground. A moment later, she was scooped up quickly by Vezzet who held his arm around her shoulder to make sure she was steady. 

      “Anna? Are you all right?” he asked urgently. 

      “What did you see?” Tomasso asked. 

      “Yes, I’m all right...” Anna started but Vezzet cut in. 

      “Don’t ask her that! You have no right! You were the one that caused this in the first place. Just leave! You have done enough!” He did not speak at all like an assistant to his master. 

      Tomasso stared at Anna for a moment longer, then shrugged and walked from the clearing. 

      Anna watched him leave and felt her uneasiness grow. 

      “You don’t have to tell me what you saw, Anna. That is for your eyes only.” Vezzet soothed. Anna nodded and let him help her to her feet. The two of them walked slowly back to the palace. 

      ***


      Jane walked with Fern through a side gate in the palace wall and came out onto a cobbled street. There were tall buildings on either side of them, and no one in sight until they rounded a few corners and came to one of the main roads of the city. The people of Uns Lapodis had no idea that Prince Fern walked among them, and so did not bother them. She fell into stride beside him, and remembered how she had automatically followed him from the council room, leaving her friends to watch her go. 

      Jane’s fists clenched at her side and she came to a halt. Fern stopped and turned back. “What are you doing, you silly creature?” he asked, grinning. She looked at him for a long time, shook her head slightly and then continued walking. 

      “How are you going to pick two more people for the voyage?” she asked. 

      “I’ll go down to the soldier’s barracks and choose two who are loyal and competent.” 

      “How will you know?” she asked. 

      Fern smiled. “Trust me. A soldier captain knows. I would never expect someone like yourself to understand what I’m talking about,” he teased. 

      Jane rolled her eyes and ignored him. 

      Walking quickly, trying to beat one another, they arrived at the barracks just a few minutes later. They slowed and entered, breathless and curious, to look around. The men had only recently been ordered to the barracks. They were surprised by the orders, and unused to being confined. 

      A group of men sat in a large room. Some of them played cards; others were engaged in fighting drills. They took no notice of the people that entered, oblivious to the fact that they were in the presence of a prince. 

      Fern looked around slowly, taking in each face. There were about forty men in the room, all young and fit. 

      A small, runty looking man walked up to Fern. “What can I do for you, sirrah?” he asked. 

      Fern studied the man’s face for a moment, and then asked, “What is your name?” 

      “Petr is my name. What’s yours?” 

      “Fern.” 

      “Named after the prince are you?” 

      “You could say that.” 

      Petr’s eyes suddenly widened in shock. He leaned forward, about to bow, but Fern quickly stopped him. He put a finger to his lips in a gesture for silence. Petr grinned and winked knowingly. It looked almost like a pantomime it was so over the top. 

      “Petr, I need you to help me. Can you do that?” Fern asked quietly, as though the man was a child. 

      “Aye, I can, sire. What is it you would have me do?” Petr asked eagerly. 

      “Show me your most intelligent man.” 

      Petr thought for a moment, and then pointed out a middle-aged man playing cards. “Goes by the name o’ Corte. Very smart, he is. Always wins in cards.” Corte was sitting quietly, watching the rest of his companions as they laughed with one another. As they looked at him, he laid his hand onto the table and the others groaned, leaving him free to sweep the chips into his lap with a huge grin. 

      “Good. Now who is your best fighter?” Fern asked. 

      Petr scowled. “Man in the corner is by far the best, but if I were you, I’d stay clear of ’im. Bad temper on that one. Ain’t much of a talker either, but ’e could beat anyone of us in a fight. Probably five of us at once.” 

      Fern’s eyes flashed, and Jane sighed. 

      “What’s his name?” 

      “Blaise is ’is name.” 

      The prince walked over to the dark figure in the corner. Blaise looked up, and Jane was dazzled by the darkest eyes she had ever seen, almost black. There was something strange about him, and something familiar in his handsome face. 

      Blaise had a pipe in his mouth and was puffing consistently. “Aye?” he asked with an edge to his voice. He had an accent of some sort. It too was familiar. 

      “What’s your name, boy?” Fern asked, though he knew. 

      “Who is asking?” Blaise asked mildly. The cloak drawn up over his head kept his face in shadows. 

      “A friend,” Fern said. 

      Blaise stared up at him closely. Then, in a movement so graceful Jane had to blink to make sure she’d seen it properly, he was on his knees, bowing his head low in a very formal gesture of obeisance. 

      “Highness,” he murmured. 

      The rest of the room had seen the movement and deduced Fern’s identity—there was only one member of royalty who stood a head taller than every other man alive. Whispers of awe raced around the room as they scrambled to their knees. 

      Fern smiled slightly. “Did you recognise me as their prince, or yours?” 

      Blaise looked up, and said, “There is not an Elf alive who could see you and not know you, my lord.” 

      Unlike the flowing hair typical of the Elves, Blaise’s was cropped short, and he wore clothes that gave him more bulk than his lithe body actually had. When he stood and pulled back his hood Jane realised that he was extremely tall, with pointed ears, and wondered how he got away with a human disguise. 

      Blaise spoke quickly in Elvish with the prince. When they finished, Blaise bowed again and walked from the room. Fern turned to Corte. 

      “Are you any good with a weapon?” 

      “Aye sire. I can wield a sword well enough. Though not as well as the lad that just left the room.” 

      “In that case, would you accompany me on a journey in the name of your king? It should not be long, but I suspect it will be dangerous.” 

      “Nothing would honour me more than to join you, no matter the danger.” Corte seemed truly happy, and Jane was pleased that they would not be dragging him away against his will. She was quite sure that Fern would have made him go, regardless of his answer. 

      ***


      Two hours later the travellers were gathered on the dock, ready to sail for the Isle of Guanu—three Strangers, three Amazonians, two Elves, an Amalian mercenary, and a Torrean singer. 

      Accolon came forward and placed a hand on Fern’s shoulder. 

      “Take care, and come back with the book. We’re relying on you.” 

      “No pressure,” Jane whispered to Harry. 

      But Fern winked and said, “We’ll be back before you know it.” He leapt onto the ship, and the rest said their goodbyes and climbed aboard. 

      Jane waved from the deck. She saw Anna, and thought of her friend’s parting words. 

      “Are you afraid?” 

      “Of what?” 

      “That ship looks very old, and apparently you’re going a long way. Not to mention everything you’re going to find when you get there.” 

      Jane frowned and shrugged. “I don’t know. A little. We always used to say we wanted to go on adventures. I guess this is it, staring us in the face.” 

      “Be careful, Jane.” 

      “I’ll be fine, An. Are you going to be all right here on your own? I’ll stay, if you want?” 

      Anna shook her head. “I’ll be okay. My idea of fun doesn’t really include roaming through some jungle. You guys go and have a blast. Just don’t get into any trouble.” Then on a lighter note, she’d said, “You’ll be on the boat for Beltane though.” 

      “What’s Beltane?” 

      “It’s a festival they celebrate here!” she replied excitedly. “One of Paragor’s traditions. They call it the lover’s night because they say that on this night, you find your soul mate!” 

      “Soul mate?” Jane repeated sceptically. 

      “Oh, don’t be so cynical, Jane. Have Fern tell you the story—it’s very romantic!” 

      “Maybe for those who actually believe in something so ridiculous.” 

      Anna sighed. “Oh, Jane. You’re hopeless.” 

      Jane, now on the ship, laughed, thinking about the conversation. 

      Jane turned her thoughts to the hurried meeting she had had with her friends before they left. It had been the first time they’d been alone together since arriving in Paragor, and they were all sitting in Luca’s room. 

      “What are we going to do?” Anna asked. 

      “About what?” Harry said. 

      “About the fact that Paragor is waiting for us to save it, and we have absolutely no idea how,” she replied. 

      “Oh, that,” Harry said with a laugh. 

      “I think they’re all going to be disappointed,” Anna said. 

      “We have to try,” Luca protested. 

      “Try what, exactly? They haven’t even told us what we have to do!” 

      “That’s because they’re relying on us! We’re the ones that have to save them,” Harry said firmly. 

      “Harry, trying to save them does not mean we’re going to miraculously save the world,” Anna said dryly. 

      “But if the Great One really did foretell that we would save Paragor, then it will happen, no matter what we do,” Harry said with a shrug. 

      “Do you believe that?” Jane asked quietly. 

      “What?” Harry asked her. 

      “That we have no choice in anything. That no matter what we do, our lives have been decided; they’re not our own any more. We just have to follow what someone else has said we must do. I don’t know about you guys, but when I think about that, I wonder if we should even bother trying to decide anything for ourselves.” 

      Nobody had known what to say to that. Now Jane regretted speaking her worries aloud. 

      She watched the city fade into the distance. Uns Lapodis quickly became just a smudge on the horizon and the sky darkened into sunset. It was another clear night, so the sea wasn’t too rough and the air was warm. Jane decided to go down to the saloon, where everyone was gathered to eat dinner. 

      She entered the smoky bar and waited for her eyes to adjust to the light. Ria and Luca were playing their instruments next to the bar. Kindred spirits, she thought briefly, and remembered how she’d hoped that the two of them would meet. 

      Sitting around a table together were Harry, Corte and the three young Amazonian women. At another table, Fern conversed in Elvish with Blaise. Jane decided to sit with them. She was happy just to listen to the sound of their voices speaking the beautiful language. 

      But when she made her way over, the ship gave a sudden lurch with the waves that threw her stumbling against the booth. Both men reached out to steady her, making her cheeks flush red. 

      “Don’t worry,” Fern grinned as she slipped into her seat. “You’ll find your sea legs in no time. At least you don’t get ill.” They all looked over to where Harry was sitting with his head resting against the wall, his face a worrisome shade of green. 

      “I don’t think he’s been on a boat before,” Jane said. 

      The Elves lapsed into a silence and looked at her. 

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “Don’t stop talking because of me.” 

      “It’s rude to speak when you can’t understand,” Fern said. “We were just talking about the Elf country. I was filling Blaise in on the current political situation that he has missed while in Amalia.” 

      She nodded and waited for them to continue, but they just looked at her expectantly. 

      She searched around for a topic. “Have you been to Guanu before?” she asked. 

      “Perhaps I should tell you a little about it, so your ignorance doesn’t get you killed,” Fern said. “No one but the priests of the god Ra dwell on the Isle of Guanu. There is a small chapel in which they sleep not far from the beach. There must also be a place for the Amazonian women to train. The rest of the island is covered with enchanted jungle. The trees glow with the magic in the air. What you saw in the Elvish land was nothing compared to what it’s like on Guanu. How the priests survive there is a mystery. They say it is Ra that protects them, but we don’t really know. 

      “Strange creatures are said to live there, so we must remain hidden. But somehow I doubt we will be that lucky.” Even though the prince spoke grimly, the excitement in his eyes could not be mistaken. 

      “Phaeries,” Blaise spat in disgust. 

      “Fairies?” Jane asked, surprised at his tone. 

      “Not fairy. Phaerie, and it is only speculation. Let us hope to the gods that it is not correct, and we do not come across any,” Fern said, his eyes dark. 

      “Why?” Jane asked, startled. 

      “Phaeries are the spawn of hell itself,” Blaise growled. 

      Fern looked at him wonderingly, then turned to Jane and said, “They are evil. A race unfortunately akin to the Elves. Long ago, not long after the birth of Elvish people, there was a kind of evolution. Phaeries were born from us. At first we welcomed this natural occurrence, but soon it became evident that there was something not right with them.” Fern paused for a moment, and a dark expression crossed his face. “They plundered and they stole, but worse—they showed habits of cannibalism.” 

      “Cannibalism?” Jane repeated dumbly. 

      “They rode through the towns of men, and they stole babies. They took them back to their caves and ate them. At first it was only babies, but they grew bolder, and started to steal young children to try and sate their hunger a little better. The Elves realised what was happening, and banished the Phaeries from Paragor. No one knows where they went, but it’s rumoured that they dwell on the Isle of Guanu. There is no one to stop them there, you see.” 

      Jane felt like she might throw up. “How disgusting.” 

      “There is only one living Elf that can remember coming into contact with a Phaerie,” Fern mused. 

      “Who?” Jane asked faintly. 

      “My mother. She was the one who banished them. Most thank the gods that she did,” he replied. 

      “How long ago was that?” Jane asked, trying to hide the queasiness she felt. 

      “Almost two thousand years ago,” Blaise said. 

      Jane stared at him, her mouth falling open. “Your mother ... your mother is ... two thousand years old?” 

      The very thought of it made her feel a little faint. It was terrifying. “She must have seen so much. Thousands of years of the world growing and changing around her,” Jane murmured. “Thousands of lives, and experiences and horrors.” She gave an involuntary shudder as an image of two wild beasts tearing apart a little person crept into her mind. 

      “But, if your mother is two thousand years old, then you must be—” 

      Fern cut her off. “The Phaeries are human-sized, and creatures of the forest. They ride on horses and carry arrows. They’re a lot like Elves, of course, but don’t live as long. It’s our hope that they died out a long time ago.” 

      Jane looked at the two Elves. After speaking of the Phaeries they appeared surly and bad tempered. 

      Jane tried to change the subject. “What other creatures are on the Isle?” 

      “How could we possibly know that, since neither of us have been there?” Fern said irritably. 

      “I just thought you might have heard of other things, like you’ve obviously heard of the Phaeries.” 

      Fern didn’t reply, so Jane decided to leave the Elves to their brooding. 

      She sat down at Harry’s table and peered at the knife Fey was showing them. It had a very long double-edged blade attached to a short handle. When Jane looked closely she could make out intricate designs on the blade. A long serpent wound around the handle, its face at the tip of the blade. Its long tongue flickered across the metal. Two red stones for the snake’s eyes stared out at Jane. 

      She looked up from the strange knife to see Fey staring predatorily at Jane’s unsettled face. She had to admit—she found Fey just as creepy as her strange knife. 

      “It is the sacred blade of the queen. It was given to me when I was crowned and it will be passed on when I die. The serpent is the totem of the Amazonians. We treasure this knife above our own lives,” Fey told them quietly. The two young Amazonian girls sat quietly at her side. 

      “Did you train on Guanu?” Jane asked. 

      “We must, or we cannot become warriors.” 

      “Did you ever see a Phaerie?” 

      Fey narrowed her eyes and asked, “How do you know about Phaeries, girl?” 

      “Every one knows about fairies,” Harry said matter-of-factly. 

      “Is that right? And I suppose you know that they rip the flesh from their victims when they want to eat it?” Fey snapped. 

      Harry’s face turned white. 

      “Fern told me about the Phaeries. He said there were rumours that they still lived somewhere on Guanu. Do you know if it’s true?” Jane asked while Harry collected himself. 

      “I’ve never seen one myself, no. But they are there. He told you what they’re like, did he?” 

      Jane nodded grimly. Wanting to change the subject, she turned to the other two women and learnt that their names were Lilina and Hella. 

      “How long have you been Amazonians?” 

      “We were born Amazonians,” Lilina replied seriously. 

      “But we are both three years out of our training on the Isle,” Hella offered. 

      Corte gestured to Harry. “Come ’ere, lad. I’ll show you how to use a sword.” The two left and Fey turned to Jane. 

      “How old are you, Jane?” 

      “What’s that got to do with anything?” she asked, still wary after Columba’s attack at the war council. 

      “Just answer my question, girl.” 

      Jane sighed, “I’m seventeen. But I don’t think...” 

      “You’re only a child.” Fey smiled. 

      “Maybe,” Jane said, “but I won’t be measured by my age.” 

      Fey shrugged. “We shall see.” 

      Jane frowned, but didn’t say anything more. She looked up to see Fern crossing the room, seemingly in a much better mood. 

      He stopped at her side. 

      “Oh, you’re happy again now are you?” she asked irritably. “Temperamental, much?” 

      He only smiled. “Would you like to dance, fair lady?” 

      “Since when have I been a fair lady?” she replied, then, “And not with you, lord of the dance!” 

      He only laughed and pulled her from the booth. Jane was glad of the excuse to lighten the mood. 

      Ria and Luca happily agreed to play something a bit more upbeat, so the voyagers twirled and laughed, dancing for the good part of an hour. 

      Eventually Ria and Luca slowed it down, and Jane was happy to return to her seat. But as she turned to leave, Fern grabbed her hand and pulled her back into his arms. “You cannot escape me so easily,” he murmured. She looked around and saw that they were the only two still dancing. 

      “Fern, there’s no one else...” she started, but then forgot completely what she was saying as she looked up into his eyes. She felt like she might get lost in them. The greyness was engulfing. There was something there ... A flicker of memory ... Something long past, surfacing for just a moment out of the depths of his mind. They looked darker somehow. 

      “Your eyes ... they aren’t right. They are too...” she said without thinking, then realised she must have sounded like a blabbering fool. She quickly turned away and sat down at the table. Fey’s eyebrows were raised, watching the pair, so Jane resolutely didn’t look back at Fern. 

      A few moments later, she elected to go to bed, the spell broken. They all had their own rooms, which was a blessing, for Jane needed time alone. She was extremely glad she didn’t get seasick as she wandered past Corte, heaving into the ocean. Being a big, well-grounded man, he hadn’t adapted well to the rolling waves. 

      Once locked safely in her room, she sat next to the little round window and watched the waves outside. She couldn’t help but feel bad at having left Anna alone. 

      It suddenly struck Jane how horribly selfish they’d been, jumping through that portal without any thought for what they’d left behind. Their families would be sick with worry! God, what would they imagine happened? They hadn’t even said goodbye, or thought to make up a lie about going on a trip or something. But then, this was the last thing they’d expected to happen, really. 

      The next day went by uneventfully. Most of them spent the time watching the sea, or eating in the saloon. There was a deck of cards that got a lot of use, and some of the boys fought in mock battles on the deck, but Jane didn’t pay them much attention. 

      That night, as they were all squashed into one booth, Jane was surprised to hear the topic come up again. 

      “Beltane tomorrow,” Fern said with a grin. “My favourite night of the year.” 

      “Why’s that?” Jane asked. “Is it easier to convince women they’re in love with you?” 

      “So cruel, lady!” he laughed, then shook his head. “No, I could never play with the magic of Beltane.” 

      “Explain this magic to me. I don’t understand.” 

      “Beltane falls on the last day of summer,” Fern began. Everyone fell quiet around them to listen to the story. “Freyja, the goddess of love, claimed this day as her own, many long years ago when the world was young. It belongs to her, and so too does it belong to all the separated, thwarted lovers in the world.” 

      Harry eagerly sat forward in his seat. 

      “The stories of the gods are many and varied, but they are always riddled with mischief and intrigue,” Fern went on, his deep voice sounding richer with every word that came from his mouth. “This story begins when Freyja was born from the sea and washed to shore in a giant seashell. There she was found by a mortal man named Hephaistos and married him. So good was Hephaistos as a blacksmith that soon he became the god of iron. 

      “But in her youth, Freyja was not content to be a loyal house-wife. She fell madly in love with Odin and was caught with him by her husband. Using his powers, Hephaistos wrought a mighty net, trapped them both and called the other gods to see. But instead of congratulating his power and his vengeance, they only laughed at his shame and Aegir, the god of the sea made Hephaistos release Freyja and Odin.” 

      Here Fern paused and laced his hands together. “All was not well though,” he said. “The king of the gods, Actaeon, watched Freyja’s childish games play out, and he sought to teach her a lesson in the true ways of the heart. Casting a spell, he created a mighty storm to tear them apart, and to dash their love to pieces. Freyja and Odin forgot entirely about each other—it was as if they’d never heard the other’s name, nor seen their face. And so they went their separate ways, never once giving the other a thought. But they were living half-lives, hollow lives. In their chests were holes, chasms where emotions had once existed and they knew not why they were but ghosts.” 

      Jane watched Fern’s lips move and found that she was mesmerised by the story. He looked at her and caught her gaze as he spoke, neither of them breaking the contact. “Many years later, hundreds and hundreds of years spent unable to love another living creature, the pair came across each other on the last day of summer. They looked into each other’s eyes, and the power of their love was enough to break through Actaeon’s spell, crashing it to pieces around them. All at once, like the mighty waves out of which Freyja was born, she and Odin remembered. For one single, perfect day, they knew each other, and they knew the meaning of love. But at the end of that day, the spell was restored, and they forgot each other once more until one year later. 

      “And so it became, that through the many long years of eternity, the soul mates would remember each other for one day only, the last day of summer. The goddess of love never again sought to play petty games with people’s hearts, but instead set out to allow humans the gift of finding their soul mates as she had found hers, even just for a day.” 

      Fern smiled and Jane looked down at the table. 

      “That’s why the last day of summer is named the lover’s day, and many believe that if you love someone, they will be yours, even just for the day,” he finished. Then he winked and added, “Or, if you’re like me, you just love an excuse for festivities and drinking.” 

      Everyone around the table laughed and the spell was broken so that they might all get back to eating and chatting. 

      “I’ve never heard the tale told so beautifully,” Corte complimented the prince. 

      Fern clapped him on the back and gulped of his ale. 

      Jane was still staring into her glass of water uncomfortably. 

      “You’re unusually quiet,” Fern said to her. “Something wrong?” 

      She shook her head mutely without looking at him. 

      After a moment, he said, “Why does that story make you uncomfortable?” 

      “It doesn’t!” she exclaimed. He didn’t say anything. Jane shrugged. “I find it strange that you can talk so passionately of love when you don’t believe in it yourself.” 

      “I never said I didn’t believe in it.” 

      She shook her head. “Anyway, why is it that just because they weren’t together it meant that they weren’t whole? Why can’t they find fulfilment within themselves? Why does everything always have to be about love? It’s so depressing.” 

      He sat back in his seat and frowned. “There you go again, insisting that nobody should need anybody else. Or at least that you don’t need anyone.” 

      “Well I suppose that will all be proved tomorrow, when my soul mate just happens to be absent,” she snapped. “And I’m sure you’ll be there to rub it in my face.” 

      “Jane, that’s not what I meant...” he tried to say, but she was already squeezing her way out of the booth and leaving the room. 

      ***


      Satine didn’t know how she survived the wedding ceremony. It wasn’t until the meeting that she understood what she needed to do. The path was becoming clear. 

      She sat down with Accolon as a courtesy before she left. 

      “We need to think of some way you can return without being killed,” he said, “Could you say that Harry kidnapped you, that it was not your fault?” 

      Satine thought for a moment. Leostrial couldn’t have seen her properly when they flew away. He could be told that she had been forced to leave, and was now escaping back to him in Burmia. 

      “I guess it could work. I think he might be willing to believe anything if it means I didn’t betray him.” 

      “We can’t take that chance. Did he see you doing anything that could give you away?” 

      “No. I don’t think so. I will return on the ferry, and I’ll tell him that I was forced to leave.” 

      “Don’t underestimate him, Satine,” Accolon warned. 

      Suddenly she lost her temper. “Do not patronise me, Accolon! I’ve spent the last seven years with him!” she raged. 

      Accolon blinked. “I just want you to be careful, Satine,” he said, and she felt her anger diminish. 

      “Of course I’ll be careful,” she sighed. 

      “I want someone to accompany you,” he said. 

      “That would only endanger me further!” Satine cried. 

      “This matter is not debatable. I’m sending someone with you and that is that.” 

      “They will only be killed!” she snapped. 

      The next day Satine was on a ship heading towards Lapis Matyr with Ambrosius, Captain of the Horse, at her side for protection. 

      “Princess,” he said, “have I offended you?” 

      Satine sighed. “I’m sorry, Ambrosius. It’s a problem between Accolon and me. It has nothing to do with you. I apologise for my rudeness.” 

      Ambrosius nodded. “I shall prepare for our evening meal,” he said as he walked off. Though Satine had tried to stop him from coming, she was actually glad of the company. 

      Over seven long years Satine had learned to harden herself. To put up a wall against her loneliness and sorrow, a wall that was made of anger. She’d had to become someone strong. 

      But seeing Accolon again, and being so suddenly torn from him, made her think that maybe she knew how Leostrial felt. 

      And so the thoughts of Accolon, of her son, of her dead father were not so easy to push away. Banishing the loneliness and the fear seemed more difficult. She could not numb the ache inside her. 

      So she was heading back into the lion’s den, where she had only survived because she was icy cold, and now she was open and vulnerable. What a terrifying thought. 

      Satine looked down at the rolling waves. The wind swept her hair over her eyes. Huge cascades of spray burst and splashed over her face and wet her clothing. Looking down at her hands, she suppressed a sigh. 

      ***


      Columba of Uns Lapodis was exceedingly pleased. She stood and walked to her desk. Pulling a quill and parchment from a draw, she sat down to write a letter. 

      She donned a cloak despite the warm weather, concealed the letter in its folds, and asked for a litter to carry her to the wharf. She waited in that litter for one hour, until exactly midday—the busiest hour of the day. Pulling her cloak over her face, she climbed out and walked to the far end of the dock. There was only one boat moored there, a secret vessel that undertook forbidden journeys to Lapis Matyr, to Burmia, no longer allowed because of the dangerous tyrant who lay in wait on the other side of that stretch of ocean. 

      Columba stopped in front of the man standing guard by the boat. 

      Without a word, she handed him the neatly sealed scroll, waited for his signal, and turned back. A few minutes later, she was back in her litter heading for the palace. 

      She sat down in her most comfortable chair and thought about what she’d just done. Instead of guilt, she felt only satisfaction. 

      Columba had been born and raised in Lapis Matyr. The daughter of a nobleman in King Altor’s court, she had been deliriously happy to be betrothed to him since the age of nine. But Columba and her heart had been so young, and so easily broken when the love of her life had chosen some filthy Amazonian to be his queen. Columba was instead cast out of her home, away from her family and the future that had been laid out before her, the future that had seemed so perfect. 

      A woman scorned she was, then. And her rage was all consuming. Columba’s need for vengeance grew until finally she found an avenue for it in Leostrial, and piece by piece, she was bringing Altor and everything he had once loved to destruction. 

      Columba frowned suddenly. That wretched man, the assassin. He could have ruined everything. But he was an honourable man and took his work seriously. He knew the importance of discretion. 

      She could not imagine what would happen if they found out about her. She couldn’t bear to think of it, so she turned her mind to other things. 

      Columba thought of the woman who had broken her son’s heart. She would have been glad to watch Satine die on the stake, but it was not to be allowed. 

      She hoped that Leostrial knew what he was doing. The girl had been a spy, after all. 

      “Oh well,” Columba murmured, “she’ll get what she deserves soon enough.” 

      ***


      Anna wiped her mouth with shaky hands and sat back from the washroom basin. There was blood in her vomit. That couldn’t be good. She stared at it. Her face and neck were drenched in sweat and her head was spinning. 

      “Are you well, my lady?” a serving lady asked, having found her on the floor of the washroom. 

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry, I just haven’t had enough to eat today,” she said quickly, pulling herself to her feet and smiling broadly. The woman stared at her sceptically. “Seriously,” Anna said. “I’m fine. You can go back to whatever you were doing.” 

      Once she was alone again she splashed her face with water and tried to ignore the dizziness she was feeling. 

      Unfortunately in the hallway she ran into Tomasso. “Are you all unwell?” he asked upon spotting her. 

      Anna sighed. “I’m fine,” she answered through clenched teeth. 

      “Forgive me. You look a little pale.” 

      “I’m just tired I guess.” 

      They walked in silence. She always found it very difficult to think of something to say in his presence. 

      “So, how’s work?” she asked lamely. 

      “Busy, as you can imagine.” 

      “Mmm. What do you actually do?” 

      He looked sideways at her and she thought she could almost see the ghost of a smile at his lips. “Put simply, I help the king with everything he doesn’t have time to do. Lots of scribing and organisation.” 

      She nodded, thinking it must be thrilling. “Will you be going to war too?” 

      “Of course.” 

      “Do you know how to fight?” 

      “Does it matter? I will fight anyway, regardless of whether I know how.” 

      Anna didn’t know what to say. They kept walking. 

      Finally she couldn’t take it anymore. “Well, uh, nice to talk to you and everything but I have to go this way now. See you.” And she ducked through a doorway to her left. It took her a moment to realise she had just stepped into a closet. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 22

      Ria woke up on the morning of Beltane the way she had woken up each year on that same day. Breathless with excitement. She jumped out of bed, splashed water on her face, dressed quickly and then ran to the saloon. She was greeted, even so early in the morning, with raucous laughter, loud music, and brightly coloured lanterns strung up and glittering. 

      All day, even on the boat, games would be played, stories would be told, songs would be sung. Ria loved playing music on Beltane because people enjoyed it so much more, and she could play as many embarrassing romantic ballads as she pleased. 

      It couldn’t possibly be as eventful a day as it would have been on land in some of the bigger cities—there the festivities spilled out onto the streets and went all day long, without fail, and there were enormous treasure hunts that involved hundreds of people at a time—but the ship’s crew had done a very good job of creating a tiny world of celebration anyhow. 

      Luca was already in the middle of the room, strumming his guitar for those who wanted to dance even at so bright and early an hour. 

      The games would begin at midday. For now, people were content to talk and eat and dance and drink. Ria sat down near Fern who was setting up a dart-board on the wall. 

      “Good morning, pretty girl,” he greeted, picking her up and spinning her around. “Happy Beltane!” 

      Ria laughed. “Put me down, Fern!” 

      “So who are you going to try and find at sunset?” he asked slyly. 

      “I don’t usually play that one.” 

      “But you must! It’s tradition!” 

      “All right. So who are you going to try and find?” 

      “You know I never discriminate. Whoever I’m lucky enough to come across is good enough for me.” 

      “What are you two talking about?” Jane asked, coming to sit with them. 

      “We forgot to tell you!” Ria said. “Forgive us. At sunset the most famous and popular game takes place. It is, simply put, a giant game of hide and seek. But in this game, all the women hide, and the men go in search of them. The first woman a man sets eyes on is said to be his true love.” 

      “What?” 

      Ria laughed. “Oh, don’t worry. No one takes it seriously—it’s just a bit of fun. The man is expected to fetch the lady a drink and take her for a dance. It’s not like they have to get married or anything. One year Fern came across a pair of women at the same time!” 

      “Of course,” Jane said, rolling her eyes. 

      Fern threw a dart and hit the bullseye. “Come now, this isn’t another chance to berate me and my ways.” 

      “Ah, but no longer is it your ways,” Ria smiled. “You are a taken man now.” She looked at the two of them. Neither of them returned the smile. Jane got up and walked away to talk to Harry. 

      “I take it you won’t be trying to find her then,” Ria muttered. Fern ignored her. “Is something wrong, Fern?” 

      “Why would something be wrong?” 

      “Because you didn’t look at Jane once. Did you have a fight? I assumed since you two were so close that you’d look for her at sunset.” 

      Fern rounded on her. “Jane’s not just another girl you play around with—she isn’t from here. She’s a Bright One. That means something. She’s the woman who’s trying to save our world. One does not meddle with that.” 

      Ria held her hands up in front of her. “I never said you should!” 

      He stared at her for a long moment and then shook his head. “You’re right. Forgive me.” And then he was sweeping out of the tavern and up onto the deck. 

      The day went by with much laughter and play. People bobbed for apples, played ring toss, bet on rat races, and fought each other in mock duels. The dancing and the music never stopped, nor did the flow of ale. As the day drew to a close, people began preparing for the hunt. 

      The ship’s captain waved the flag for all the women to disperse and hide. Ten minutes later, when the sun was fully below the horizon, the men would be allowed full roaming rights to the ship. 

      Ria reluctantly put her harp down and stood up. Luca smiled at her. “What’s wrong?” 

      “I don’t usually play this game.” 

      “Why not?” 

      “I’ve never liked the idea of giving someone the power to find and claim me.” She wrung her hands together uncomfortably. Luca frowned and stood up. Then, with a crooked smile, he shrugged and said, “Would it be better if you knew I was going to find you?” 

      Ria looked at him for a long while, hesitating. Then she said, “I’ll be hiding in the food stores. Close your eyes until you get there.” 

      ***


      After everyone had been found and claimed, most people headed back to the bar for more food and drink. Luca and Ria sat in the middle of the room once more, playing fast tunes, full of life in a reflection of the energy they were all feeling. Everyone danced that night, and the inn was full of wild, unchecked laughter. 

      “Where’s Jane?” Luca asked softly, looking around. Ria couldn’t see the girl either and shrugged, plucking her harp a little slower. 

      “Probably up on deck with the other group.” 

      “Well, I think we’ve lent our services here for long enough. I’m going to go back to my room. Do you want to come for a drink? I owe you one since you were the first girl I clapped eyes on. ” 

      She looked at him a long time. He didn’t look nervous or worried. Just ... comfortable. She realised then that he had probably never had a shortage of girlfriends. He was still a lot younger than she was though. 

      After a hesitation, she put down her harp and stood up. “Just a drink,” she warned. 

      “Of course,” he smiled. 

      He very gently took her hand in his. They walked out of the now quiet inn, and, hand-in-hand, went to his room. 

      Why was she doing this? What in the gods’ names had possessed her? Now she had absolutely no idea what to do. What did he expect from her? She had never spent Beltane with anyone before. Well, not with anyone she wanted to be with. There were those years in Torr before she had learned how to protect herself. 

      Once inside, Ria shut the door behind her. She turned to see him standing in the middle of the room, watching her. 

      “Luca,” she said without moving towards him, “I have never...” 

      He shook his head. “We’re just having a drink, remember.” 

      She nodded gratefully and took the glass of ale from him. They sat down on either end of the bed. Ria bit her lip and thought for a moment. Eventually she decided to just tell him. 

      “Luca ... What I was going to say is that I have never done this voluntarily before.” 

      He looked alarmed, and so she wrung her hands anxiously. “In Torr ... girls are rare ... and there are too many men for us to go unnoticed on a night like this. I didn’t learn how to avoid such things for many years.” 

      “But your parents! Didn’t they—?” 

      “They knew nothing, and for that I am grateful.” 

      He looked at her, and his long lashes covered his dark eyes. “I had no idea, Ria,” he said in his deep voice. “I knew there was a sadness in you, but I could not work out ... I had no idea.” 

      “It’s fine, Luca. You could not have known. And I’m not telling you to elicit pity. It’s just that ... I wanted to explain why I cannot...” 

      He put his hand up to forestall her again. “Ria, I feel as though I know you. As though I’ve known you my whole life. I don’t want just a night with you. I don’t want a night made of passion that isn’t our own. I want you after tonight, for every other night and every other day. But only if you want it too.” 

      Ria blinked. She had never met a man like this before. He didn’t do things by halves. 

      Jane had been a fool to give this up. 

      “I want that too,” she said quietly, and then she smiled, taking his hand. 

      ***


      Elixia had heard that Beltane in Amalia was the best in the world, but she had never believed it until today. Until walking through the crowded streets with her husband, people cheering and throwing flower petals, children running and kicking balls, men racing horses through the cobbled streets. 

      Accolon smiled at her amazed expression and took her hand, surprising her with the contact. He rarely touched her, and she knew it was because she wasn’t the one he wanted. Elixia may have been young, but she wasn’t naive. Or blind. 

      It hadn’t bothered her a great deal to begin with. Because she hadn’t really understood what a marriage meant. Hadn’t understood the absolute closeness of it. This man was her life now. Love was meant to grow. But how could she hope for such a thing when he was in love with someone else? 

      After their outing through the town Elixia asked to have a bit of time on her own, and she sat on the balcony of her room and ate her mid-meal. Unlike most other rooms in the palace this one looked out over the city. She had chosen it because it felt like it had more freedom. 

      But surely she should not be thinking of such joyless things on this day of all days. She could leave these thoughts for another time. 

      After breakfast, she took a horse and she went riding. She rode for hours and hours, over hills and plains, trying to rid herself of the panic she often felt at being indoors for too long. She felt as though she were in a cage, and this was her greatest fear. 

      There was so much less freedom being a queen, as there were always so many people around her, and not much time for fresh air. She had no problem with the duties and responsibilities that were hers and she still had quite a strong mind to make her opinions known, but she just wished she could be rewarded with a little time to herself. If not, she would surely go mad. 

      That night, as she danced with her husband at the Beltane palace ball, there was kindness, but she was sure that he was thinking of a certain woman, and it wasn’t his queen. 

      And thus a question came to her, on a night not meant for such thoughts. Can you overrule your desires and hopes and dreams, and your morals and your ethics all because of a sense of duty? Can you change who you are in order to please others, can you live a life that gives you no pleasure, and still live with yourself? 

      Perhaps, she realised, thinking about it properly, it was not a strange night for such things to arise. 

      ***


      Satine was still on the ship when the moons changed and Beltane dawned. The day was just like the one it followed on her boat—she’d not wanted to celebrate a night of love this year. 

      It was just after dinner that she retired to her room below the deck. It was only a few minutes after that when she left it again. 

      Ambrosius found her alone on the deck, tears streaming down her face. 

      “Highness,” he said, “are you well?” 

      Satine jumped, startled and quickly brushed her eyes. “Of course. I’m fine.” 

      “Forgive the presumption, but I wanted to ask if you might like to join me in my room for a night cap.” 

      Satine looked at him. Her eyes were red and puffy. It would be so easy to go and spend the night in talk and perhaps even a little laughter. To try and find some friendship on this night of celebration, and on the eve of her isolation. 

      But suddenly, looking at him, she realised it would be a mistake. She could not put herself into a position of forced intimacy just because she was frightened. You could never hope to fill someone’s void with the wrong person. It always ended badly. 

      What frightened Satine was that such a void belonged to someone she had never expected to want. Not in a million years. 

      ***


      Anna couldn’t remember the last time someone had paid her so much attention. She had been so lonely since her friends left Uns Lapodis. Had steadily started to feel like she didn’t matter in the slightest anymore—most of the people in Amalia only put stock in the six Strangers together, and didn’t think that Anna was worth the slightest bit on her own. She felt invisible. 

      To everyone except Vezzet. 

      She always felt such caring from him. He made her feel like the centre of the world. He accepted her for what she was, and he understood that the basin had frightened her, without needing to know what she’d seen. She hadn’t received that kind of understanding from many people in her life. So she welcomed Vezzet gladly. 

      The morning of Beltane was uneventful for her, if a bit strange. Breakfast saw Anna sitting on her own as usual, but this didn’t bother her today—she felt faint, and tired and not at all well enough to be walking around in the hot sun with hundreds of people pressing in on her from every side. Her head hurt, and she relished the chance to sit in silence, so she was disappointed when Tomasso came to sit next to her. 

      “What do you want?” she asked rudely. She was sick of always having to try so hard with him when it was like he purposely made it difficult. 

      “Why aren’t you at the festivities?” 

      “I didn’t feel like it today.” 

      He frowned. “I want to know what you saw in the basin.” 

      “Why? Why does it matter so much?” she asked, annoyed now. 

      Tomasso looked at her intently. “Because it’s important. If you saw Locktar again, you need to tell me. You could be in danger.” 

      “Well, you have nothing to worry about—I didn’t see him,” she snapped, not knowing why she lied. “And as if you’d care if I was in danger anyway!” 

      He frowned and put his glass down on the table. “Why would you think that?” 

      “Because! You obviously don’t care about anyone!” Which was a cruel thing to say, even to him. 

      Tomasso shook his head and left the table, making Anna feel like the stupidest person in the world. 

      Later when Anna told Vezzet about the encounter he replied, “Tomasso has ever been a strange and dark man. Slow to trust ... slow to love. Because of this, people find it hard to do the same for him. I have worked with him for some years now, and I still find it hard to trust him.” 

      “He’s so cloaked. I feel he’s hiding something,” Anna said. It was the first time this thought had come to her mind, but now she’d said it, it made sense. 

      “You may be right. But I don’t want to talk or think about Tomasso right now.” Vezzet paused and then smiled. “You know, you’re the first girl I’ve seen since sunset.” 

      “We aren’t even playing the game!” she giggled. 

      He shook his head. “It’s not a game for me.” 

      Anna was very young, and facing something frighteningly eternal. She had never fallen in love with anyone before, so she didn’t know what it felt like. She could therefore be forgiven her mistake. 

      ***


      As soon as the flag had been waved, Jane went to her room and lay down on her bed. 

      She thought about the others. About what they must be doing, about the fun they must be having. 

      Her mind, inevitably, arrived on one person. And stayed there. Hard as she might try, she could not wrench her thoughts away from the prince. And she was smart enough to know that meant something, as much as she might try to ignore it. 

      She thought about the mermaid. About those last words before leaving Jane on the bank. 

      “Love will save you.” 

      But how could this be true? There were so many more things to life than just love. Jane wasn’t in love, and she had lived a life full of joy. 

      But there had always been something missing. Before she could delve into what it was, there was a knock at her door. She froze at the small round window that looked out into the waves and turned slowly to the door. 

      She went to open it and saw a serving girl with a cup of spiced milk for her. Jane cursed herself inwardly—the woman came every night with a drink. She should have realised, and saved herself from coming close to having a heart attack. 

      She accepted the milk and said good night. Closing the door, she let out a sigh of relief. Or was it? 

      Jane was privately glad she was alone in the room. Glad that her embarrassment was her own. Fern was getting married. It was too easy to block this out of her mind while they were away together, but she knew that as soon as they got back, Fern would marry his fiancée. 

      There was another knock at the door and Jane stood to open it. No doubt it would be the girl, come to collect her cup. 

      It wasn’t the serving girl. 

      Fern was standing at the door, casually leaning against the frame. He gave a shrug and a small grin. “Spotted. I’m far too clever for such an obvious hiding spot. Now you’re mine for the night.” 

      “That’s not funny at all,” she said bluntly. “What are you doing here?” 

      He blinked. “Can I come in, or are you going to make me stand out here all night?” 

      She hesitated. 

      “I just want to talk to you,” he assured her and Jane opened the door wider. He walked in and they looked at each other for a moment. 

      “What are you doing in here by yourself?” he asked. “Why didn’t you play?” 

      She shook her head, looking at the floor. “I didn’t want to.” 

      “Why, Jane?” he pressed softly. 

      It was like her mouth was glued shut. She couldn’t open it, nor look at him. 

      Then she heard him laugh softly. “I should have known,” he grinned, his mouth wide and his teeth white. 

      “Should have known what?” 

      “You would be far too clever for games like those.” 

      Her eyes snapped up to him, and his soft amusement, and she couldn’t help but smile in return. He was just ... Fern. Always kind, underneath the jokes. Always understanding. 

      Fern took half-a-step forward and said, “Jane, I—” He paused for a moment and then grinned ruefully. Afterwards, Jane was able to think back to that moment and remember that smile. He was what he was, and there was always laughter in him. 

      He ran a hand through his dark hair and looked at her. “I always honour my promises. So I only came here to tell you—and when else, if not tonight—that I love you.” 

      Jane’s world rocked in that moment. And amidst the rocking, she had a strange feeling that those words were being reflected through time and worlds and lives. Then it stilled, and there was just Fern, standing in front of her. 

      Her heart thumped painfully. 

      “You’ve made me understand what love is,” he said. Then he shrugged and walked to the door. 

      “Is that all?” she gasped, panic clutching inside her. “You’re going to leave me with that?” 

      “What else can I say?” he asked, turning back to her. “I could tell you for hours how I lose my breath every time I see you, and that my life has only seemed to make sense since I met you. But why say these things, Jane, however true they may be, when we both know they will change nothing in this god-cursed situation?” 

      “Fern—” she tried, but there was nothing she could think of to say. He was right, of course. But there was a pain in her chest that she wanted, hopelessly, to ease. 

      She took a clumsy step forward. Tears welled in her eyes. “You have always said that I don’t need anyone. That I shape my life around being alone, and you are right. I have made sure that I would never need another person to be happy. But Fern, I need you. I’ve needed you since the moment I opened my eyes on that cliff, and I’ll need you for the rest of my life.” 

      He breathed out a long sigh and closed his eyes, leaning his head against the door frame. 

      “There must be something we can...?” she tried. 

      So much understanding in those grey eyes. She tried to drink it in, all of it. Everything he could give her she tried to savour in those few moments, knowing, horribly, that this might be her only chance. 

      “I don’t think there is,” he said, and for a second, only the tiniest second, she thought he might weep. He didn’t of course. “I must do my duty.” 

      “Go then,” she whispered. 

      He nodded again, and once more he turned to the door. Without turning, his back towards her, he said, “I love you so much it hurts, Jane.” 

      She felt the tears spill out of her eyes and onto her cheeks, but willed herself not to make a sound. Softly, as calmly as she could, she said. “The mermaid told me that love would save me. But all I feel is scared.” Jane’s words were slurred a little because she had begun to cry. 

      Fern turned then. 

      “I know, sweetheart,” he said gently, looking into her eyes. “So do I. But maybe just loving each other can be enough.” 

      She had been uncertain about falling in love. She had always known why. Because it would hurt so much. But how had she known? How could she explain the alarm bells that had been ringing in her mind since the very first time she’d seen him? 

      They looked at each other for a long moment then, each on one side of an un-crossable room, grey eyes into brown. He seemed as though he was going to say something, but he only sighed and she saw his shoulders slump. 

      Then he nodded a third time, smiled again in the end, and left, closing the door behind him. Jane was left on her own to realise that Beltane had not brought her soul mate to her, but only made her understand how far away he truly was. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 23

      “Land Ho!” Harry ran up onto the deck and looked out to sea. He could just make out the grey haze on the horizon. It was several days after Beltane, and they had three weeks left to get the book back before Accolon set sail for Lapis Matyr. Time was running out and they had no idea where on the Isle of Guanu they were going to find the book. 

      The voyagers stood on deck and stared across the sea. Jane and Fern stood as far apart as they could on the small deck and had been doing so since Beltane. 

      “How was your night?” she’d asked Harry the next morning. 

      He’d felt the colour come to his cheeks as he’d mumbled something in return. 

      “Who did you find at sunset?” Jane asked. 

      Harry scratched his arm and looked at the ground. Sighing, he muttered, “No one.” 

      “What do you mean no one?” 

      “I didn’t find anyone! All the girls had already been spotted by someone else.” 

      Jane had stared at him for a long moment, then burst out laughing. “Oh, Harry, I’m sorry.” 

      It figured that he would be the only guy unable to find someone, even if only to have a drink with. 

      The voyage had gone by very slowly and the travellers were tired. Harry was extremely glad to be arriving. Such close confinement for over a week was starting to rake at their nerves. 

      As the day went on, land loomed before them, but it was dark by the time they arrived. They sailed around the island but couldn’t find a place to dock, so the ship anchored and they rowed ashore in long boats. 

      They all watched in amazement as Fern manoeuvred Nuitdor lovingly into a boat where she stood completely still until they got to the shore. The prince had been adamant that the horse must accompany him on the expedition. 

      Harry, Jane and Luca had been told that Guanu, unlike the others countries of Paragor, was made up entirely of lush, enchanted jungle, and that their search, if it led them beyond the beaches, would be difficult to say the least. 

      The Isle was shrouded in eerie mist, and as they approached quietly it moved with them, surrounding them. Suddenly Guanu loomed ominously before them. Beyond the beach they could see dense jungle, and in the distance of the small island rose tall green mountains, their sides scattered with rocks and caves. Harry couldn’t help but shiver as they drew closer. 

      Blaise and Corte walked in front and Fern walked behind the group, bows drawn all the way, to the small temple. It was close to the beach, and Harry didn’t know what sort of threat they could expect. 

      Fey entered the temple to try and negotiate with the priest somewhere for them to sleep. She came out soon after. “They will not let us sleep in their dormitories, so we will have to walk to the warrior school. It is an hour from here, and there may be some resistance when we get there. Non-Frescanians are not usually allowed to see the Amazonian fortress. Quiet now—not a word from anyone while we walk,” she warned. 

      Fey led with her sword drawn. Harry peered nervously into the dark jungle. Blaise and Corte were not far behind her. Fern kept a few paces behind the group with his bow drawn, looking very much the warrior prince as he swung his arrow into the gloom, alert to the surroundings. Nuitdor followed softly, a few paces behind. 

      They walked in silence. Harry began to feel bored. He turned to Luca and whispered, “Creepy, huh?” 

      “Shut up, Harry, you fool. You’ll get us all killed,” Fern hissed. 

      But it was too late. Fern looked around them into the trees. Then he did a strange thing. 

      He called out in a loud, calm voice, “Time for dinner, Blaise.” Harry saw Blaise stiffen, but he called out in return. 

      “Yes, I’m famished.” 

      Harry felt a nudge at his ribs. He turned and saw Luca’s eyes darting around the trees. 

      Harry looked up and felt a chill run down his spine. Dozens of yellow eyes stared down at them from the darkness of the trees. They blinked and moved, but mostly they just stared. 

      Harry froze, but felt a kick in his back. “Keep moving and be silent,” Fern snarled in his ear. Harry blundered forward and crashed into Jane. She turned and glared, but kept walking. 

      Fey walked ahead, but Harry could tell that she was not oblivious to their silent watchers. 

      Suddenly, they heard galloping hoof beats along the grassy path behind them and though Harry could not have known what was about to happen, he felt himself go cold. 

      Fern notched an arrow to his bow and turned in the direction of the noise. As it grew louder, he yelled, “Now!” and a torch flared in Blaise’s hand, lighting up the jungle around them. Out of the darkness loomed a fearsome sight. 

      A woman came tearing out of the trees, riding a crazed horse and clutching a small knife in her hand. Her tangled hair was full of leaves and her eyes were the yellow of those that still watched from the trees. The woman wore no clothes, but a layer of dirt covered her body, with only a hint of golden skin glinting through. Blaise thrust the torch towards her. Suddenly blinded by the light, face twisted in hunger, an arrow whizzed into her throat, and she collapsed off the horse with a gurgle of pain. 

      Fern ran to her side to check that she was dead. His eyes flashed up to them. “Run,” he growled dangerously, his grey eyes alight with fury. 

      And they did. They ran as fast as they could along the narrow path towards the fortress they could now see in the distance. Hoofs beat all around them, and once more Fern shot an arrow and killed one of the creatures. 

      Fey let out a high-pitched whistle that must have sounded for miles, and they saw the gates of the fortress slowly opened. 

      It wasn’t until they’d crashed through into the fortress with the gates closed behind them that they realised Fern had a knife in his shoulder. Blood seeped to the ground in a puddle at his feet, and his eyes were glazed. 

      “Are the gates locked?” he asked. 

      Five women came to their assistance. They looked like Fey, but younger. 

      Fern grasped the shaft of the knife, gritted his teeth, and wrenched it out. There was a gush of blood, and Fern looked as though he might pass out. 

      Jane was at his side. “Fern, you idiot. You’ll kill yourself!” she scolded, breaking the silence they had shared for the past few days. 

      “We have bandages inside,” one of the women said. 

      Once Fern had been escorted inside, they watched as Fey greeted the five young women. They bowed before their queen, and she acknowledged them quietly, asking for news from the Isle. Lilina and Hella embraced them like old friends. 

      “Why are they here?” one of them asked Fey, gesturing to the others. She was young, but with a very self-assured look. 

      “We are here to retrieve something. They will stay with us for the next few nights. Now lead us in,” Fey replied firmly. The young girl gave a last, sideways glance at the group and headed in. 

      They followed the women into a big compound. It was very plain, made entirely from stone like most buildings in Paragor, but without any decoration. 

      They were shown into small sleeping quarters, and told to rest. 

      “Yes ma’am,” Harry muttered under his breath. 

      The room was drab. Harry was in a larger room with Luca, Corte and Blaise. Fern was in the infirmary having his wounds tended but would join them later. The Isle had a doctor, who was often needed to help with the many injuries that came from hard combat training. 

      The beds were small metal frames with a thin layer of straw on them. There was no need for blankets because of the heat. 

      “Not exactly five star is it?” Harry looked at Luca and got an understanding grin in return. 

      Exhausted from the tensions of the day, they quickly gave into sleep. 

      ***


      Ria slept fitfully that night. Phaeries haunted her dreams. Those yellow eyes were etched into the back of her eyelids. 

      A noise pierced her thoughts, and she was glad of the interruption. Jane entered, having just returned from the doctor. 

      “How is Fern?” asked Ria. 

      Jane sighed and answered, “He’ll live, if that’s what you mean ... He’s in pain, but he’d never admit it.” 

      “Will he be well enough to come with us tomorrow?” Ria asked. If Fern couldn’t come, then they had little chance of finding  The Book of the Dead. She didn’t have a clue what to do without him. 

      “Oh, no doubt he won’t be well, but he’ll insist on coming anyway.” Jane sighed in frustration. 

      “Is something wrong?” Ria asked carefully and Jane’s head snapped up. 

      “How do you mean?” she asked. 

      “Oh ... it just seems as though you and the prince were quite close, and now you aren’t,” Ria trailed off. 

      “Is there a problem?” Jane asked, her tone stiff. 

      “No, I was only asking,” she said quietly and Jane’s face softened. 

      “I’m sorry. I’m just a little tired,” said Jane. 

      “I’m asking because I’m concerned for you,” said Ria. 

      “Well you shouldn’t be. I can look after myself” 

      “Yes but Fern has a bad reputation when it comes to women,” Ria said. Jane blinked and looked at her more closely. “What reputation?” 

      “Oh ... just that, well Jane, Fern’s parents have wanted him to settle down for a long time, but he won’t.” 

      “But he is going to. He’s getting married,” Jane protested quickly. 

      “Don’t you think that if he can leave his betrothed, then he can leave a girlfriend?” said Ria quietly. 

      Jane said finally, “Didn’t you hear me? He isn’t leaving her, and if you were a little more perceptive, you would see that’s the problem!” Jane stopped and closed her eyes for a moment. 

      Ria bit her lip—she had made a mistake. Jane looked at her again, a different expression in her eyes. 

      “And why are you saying such things? I thought you and Fern were friends! How do you think he would feel if he knew you were speaking like this about him? Doesn’t he deserve your loyalty?” Jane asked harshly. 

      “I am only telling you so that you can be careful. I’m not trying to hurt anyone.” 

      “Then perhaps you should think before you speak,” Jane murmured. Then Jane said again, more softly this time, “He isn’t leaving Athena.” 

      Ria eventually fell asleep, but was woken soon after by the ringing of two loud bells. The women and girls dressed and ate breakfast in a plain stone dining hall with the Amazonians. 

      Ria thought the warriors were amazing. Tall, strong women with sharp minds and a quick nerve surrounded her, and Ria longed to be one of them. She wanted to see them fight, wanted to learn their techniques, but there wasn’t time to stay and observe. 

      The travellers gathered to meet with the woman in charge of the school. Ria saw the young, arrogant woman they had met at the gate the night before. She sat at the head of the table when they came to eat and after everyone else had left, she stayed seated and waited for Fey to address her. 

      Ria was surprised that Fey had not taken the head of the table, but it appeared that the Amazonians were more informal with their queen than the peoples of the other countries of Paragor. 

      The girl’s name was Faraia, and she had the strong features of her queen. Taking a seat near the head of the table, Fey got straight to the point. 

      “Faraia, have you ever heard of  The Book of the Dead?” 

      The girl’s face was blank as she replied, “In the old stories, but they are just tales.” 

      “Tell us exactly what they say,” Fey commanded. 

      Faraia took a deep breath. “I have heard only a little, but I remember something about the book being evil. Connected with ... dark things.” 

      “What sort of evil?” 

      Faraia shook her head in frustration at her lack of memory. 

      “Is that all you know?” Fey asked. 

      The girl made as if to nod, and then thought better of it. “There was something else. It was said that because of the book’s dark power, it was to be kept in the very centre of the origin of evil. I don’t know if that’s right though or what it means.” 

      “It is here,” Fern said. “If my sister said it was here, then it is so. And another—the origin of evil. It is on this island. What were the very first evil creatures to come onto this earth?” 

      “Phaeries,” Jane said quietly. 

      “So you’re saying that the Phaeries have the book?” Luca asked and Fern nodded. 

      “Last night was the largest attack I have ever seen,” Faraia said softly. “Once, before, I have seen a single creature, but never anything like that. I have never seen them in such numbers.” 

      “Why did they attack us?” Fern mused. 

      “They couldn’t know why we’re here, could they?” Ria asked. 

      “I don’t know,” Fern replied quietly. 

      “What are we going to do without the book?” Harry asked. “They won’t be pleased when we return to Uns Lapodis without it.” 

      Fern looked confused. “What do you mean, return without it?” he asked. 

      “Oh no, Fern. We can’t!” Ria said to him. 

      “Why?” he demanded. 

      “Fern, we’ll be killed,” Ria reasoned. 

      “But we came for the book,” Jane intervened. When no one answered, she went on. “We aren’t leaving without it. Don’t you understand that there is much more at stake than our lives? The whole of Paragor is relying on us.” 

      “You’re right, Jane. Count me in,” Ria said. 

      One by one they all agreed, and Fern smiled. 

      “I am proud of you all,” he said, and Harry laughed. 

      “Oh, shucks, Dad.” 

      “But we cannot all go. It’s too dangerous. Harry, Luca and Jane, I want you to stay here,” said Fern. 

      It was Jane who protested first. “No, Fern!” 

      “You have no fighting ability,” he said in a low tone. In all the time Ria had known him, she had never seen anyone disobey him. Not when he used that voice. He had a quality about him that commanded respect. 

      “I’m coming,” Jane calmly. “I made a promise that I would help get the book back, and that’s what I’m going to do.” 

      Fern and Jane stared at each other for a long time, and finally came to a silent agreement. He sighed and nodded. 

      “The gods know I can’t control you.” 

      “We’re coming too,” Harry tried but Fern shut him up with a stern look. 

      “Now,” Fern went on, addressing Fey, “I take it that you don’t know where the Phaeries will be, so we’ll have to go back to the priest’s temple and ask them.” 

      “I doubt you’ll get much out of them—they’re averse to helping those not of their faith.” 

      Fern shrugged. “We may as well try. It’s better than heading off in the wrong direction and wasting time.” 

      They rode on horses from the fortress this time, none of them relishing the thought of taking that long, vulnerable walk through the jungle again. They had been assured that they would not be attacked during the day as the Amazonian trainees had never had any trouble. Ria felt cold as she tried to think of a reason why the Phaeries would attack them. 

      Ria rode a white gelding. Fern sat atop Nuitdor, stroking her every moment he had a free hand. 

      They rode hard to the temple and dismounted quickly. As they entered, Ria caught a glimpse of the interior of the temple. The roof—a giant dome—and the walls were completely covered in an awesome mosaic of rich colours and patterns. Everywhere Ria looked was a depiction of The Great Battle. It was as though she was caught within it. 

      “How can this be here?” Fern asked. 

      Thousands of years ago, everything to do with The Great Battle—any picture, any book, anything that told of it—had been destroyed in the aftermath as the orders had deemed it. It had been wiped from Paragor as if it had never happened. 

      And yet, here it was. Men of Paragor, fighting and dying for their world, against an inhuman foe, a creature they simply named the Scourge. 

      After a time, when Ria could finally drag her eyes away, she noticed that Jane had sunk to her knees and was looking at the mosaic with such shock that the rest of them wondered. 

      Only Fey was not surprised to see the mosaic, for she had been here many times. She moved forward and called out. A stout man emerged seconds later in a stiff grey robe. He had a large tattoo of a sun on his forehead, and did not look pleased to see them. 

      “Why have you come back?” he asked suspiciously eyeing the travellers. “I told you I could not help you with your bedding.” He did not seem surprised to see their reaction to the mosaic. Jane was on her feet again, but still looked in wonder at The Great Battle. 

      “Yes you did tell us that, and we were nearly killed trying to make it to the fortress last night,” Fey said mildly. “We want to know if you can help us in another way.” 

      The priest shook his head and began to protest, but Fey interrupted. “What can you tell us about  The Book of the Dead? Don’t pretend you don’t know of it, because I know that you do.” 

      Fey knew how to handle weak-minded priests. The priest answered sulkily, “Why do you want to know?” 

      “I don’t think our reasons concern you. Just tell us, or you will find yourself on the end of my blade.” Fey touched the long knife at her side. 

      The man looked shocked, “What do you need to know?” 

      “Anything you can tell us,” Fern answered. 

      “The book is evil. It should never be used. It holds far too much power for mere men to wield. It delves into deep magic, spiritual realms.” He gave a little shudder. “Ra does not approve of it, and anyone who tries to meddle with the magic of the gods will be punished for all of eternity. Sent straight to hell to be—” 

      “All right, I think that’s enough,” Fern cut in. “Where do the Phaeries live?” 

      At the mention of the creatures, the ever-pious man made the sign of the sun disk and looked around warily. “You should not speak of such creatures—you will call them forth.” 

      Fey waved her knife in front of the man’s face. He broke into a nervous sweat. 

      “They live in the centre of the island. That is all I can tell you. Now leave this place before they come here,” he said, his eyes wide with fear. 

      Fern led the party outside where they held a brief counsel. 

      “Why didn’t you pester him some more?” Harry asked. 

      “There is nothing more in the man,” Fern replied. “We will just have to head towards the centre of the island. Fey have you ever been there?” 

      “No, or else I would have seen the Phaeries. We’ll go southwest and we’ll get there eventually.” 

      “Eventually,” Blaise spat. “We don’t have eventually. We must ride hard.” The outburst was unexpected. He had been silent all morning. 

      “We’ll be all right,” Fern assured him. “Let’s ride now, quick as we can.” 

      They rode at a canter, the thick jungle blocking out the light. By the time it was midday they stopped to rest. Jane was not as comfortable on a horse as the rest of them and her legs and backside were aching terribly. 

      They didn’t meet any Phaeries along the way. 

      They ate the food packed by the Amazonians, dry biscuits and fruit. The difficult ride and stress of the journey had begun to take its toll. They each drank deeply from a canteen of water before mounting their horses once more. Not long after they started to ride they ran into trouble. 

      The six turned onto a path that ran through the centre of two huge rocks that blotted out the sky. 

      It was dark like night along the path. They slowed to a walk to pass through the rocks, unable to see an arms-length in front. A loud voice echoed off the walls around them. 

      “Halt!” 

      It was too dark to see who had made the noise, so they did as they were told. A torch was lit, and a little man came into view. 

      He was holding the torch in one hand, and a large club in the other. He looked as though he would only stand as high as Ria’s waist, but he was wide and thick—sturdy on his feet, which were spread wide. He smiled up at them all and said in a huge voice that did not really fit the size of him, “Good day to you, large people. 

      One riddle I have, for you to solve, 

      But if you can’t then I’m afraid you’ll be told, 

      That your resolve, will be in a state of dissolve.” 

      A gleeful cackle echoed off the rock walls around them. The group peered at the dwarf in confusion. Ria understood that he had a riddle for them, but she didn’t know what would happen if they refused, or gave the wrong answer. 

      “Tell us your riddle, then,” she said, and this made the dwarf cackle even harder. 

      “A clever one she is, but can she save her friends from their awful demise?” 

      “What happens if we are wrong?” Ria asked him. 

      “Why, if you are incorrect, 

      your death will be swift. 

      You may walk away now, 

      if a coward you are. 

      If it is to pass that you seek, 

      then listen I heed.” 

      “Can any of us solve the riddle?” Fern asked him. 

      “If you think you can,” came the gleeful answer. 

      “May we have time to speak between us?” Fern asked politely and was rewarded with a nod. They quickly back-tracked out from between the rocks. 

      “What the hell is that thing?” Jane hissed. 

      “It’s a dwarf,” Fern informed her. “They’re rare, and known for their trickery. They can be extremely dangerous.” 

      “There is an arrow in my quiver with his name on it,” Corte said, but Fern shook his head. 

      “I say we take the riddle, and see if we can solve it. If we can’t then I’ll have to knock him out as we pass. There’s no other way through—the rocks are too wide; it would take forever to go around. Agreed?” 

      Ria nodded along with the rest of them, but Blaise muttered something about wasting time. 

      “Give us the riddle then,” Fern called out, and the dwarf grinned from ear to ear. 

      “I am the giver of life, and the bringer of death. 

      I am hated and feared by everything living, 

      Though they need me above all else. 

      Nothing can stop me, and nothing can start me. 

      What am I?” 

      The group lapsed into a thoughtful silence. Ria was thinking hard. 

      “Could we have the riddle again, sir?” she asked after a moment. The dwarf looked at her and then smiled. 

      “Of course you can, my clever one.” They listened intently as he spoke the words again. Ria swallowed in frustration. She willed herself to be calm and think carefully, but she couldn’t help but think of how much time they were wasting. 

      “That’s it!” she cried in delight. “Time. You are time.” The others looked at her, and then at the dwarf. He stared at Ria for a long moment, and she had the sudden thought that she might have been wrong, and they were about to die because of her stupidity. 

      But then he said, “Clever One, I first called you. And clever you truly are. You may pass.” 

      It wasn’t until they were out the other side of the two rocks that they felt safe enough to speak. 

      “How did you find that answer?” Fern asked her. 

      “It was a piece of luck,” Ria admitted somewhat ruefully. 

      “Well, it was luck none of us had. You saved our lives, Ria,” he said, smiling fondly at her. 

      “You would have gotten us through anyway,” she said, fiddling with her horse’s bridle. 

      “You are now officially the smart one of our band of merry men.” Jane smiled. Ria urged her horse forward to cover her embarrassment. 

      It was not long before they reached the Phaerie camp. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 24

      As the travellers made their way through the jungle towards the Phaerie camp, Jane thought about the mosaic. The minute she saw it, a feeling had hit her, and she’d gasped aloud. It was not awe, or just being overwhelmed, as the others had felt. It was not fear or sorrow at what was being depicted. Rather, Jane felt a deep recognition, and it was this that had brought her to her knees. 

      For a moment, on first sight, she didn’t know why or how, but she knew that she’d seen the mosaic before. 

      Fern was at her side after a while, when he could drag his own eyes away from the sight. 

      “How is this possible?” she whispered. 

      The images had stayed with her. When she should have been pondering the riddle, when she should have been riding with a bit more care, when she should have been preparing herself for the camp. 

      That’s how it came to be that she was taken unawares when Fern ordered a halt, somehow knowing exactly where to stop so that they wouldn’t enter the Phaerie’s camp unawares. 

      “Not a sound from any one of you,” he said, looking at each of them in turn until they nodded. 

      Fern looked to Blaise and whispered, “Come with me. You know what to do.” Blaise nodded with a slight curl of his lip and melted silently into the bushes after the prince. 

      Jane, Fey, Ria and Corte sat in silence, trying not to move. They couldn’t see anything around them except the trees, but when Jane strained, she could hear something in front of them. She remembered the yellow eyes peering down at her from high in the trees, and a tiny tendril of fear made its way into her stomach. 

      After a long while, the two Elves materialised from out of the bushes. 

      Fern motioned for them all to lean in. “We saw the book. It’s right in the centre of the camp. It’s not going to be easy, there are guards stationed around it.” 

      “How many?” Corte asked quietly. 

      Fern sighed and a dark look crossed his face. 

      “We counted sixty in full view,” he whispered. “Ten around the book. There could be more.” In the deep silence that followed, they could make out the faint sounds of Phaeries screaming and laughing. 

      Jane shuddered. “What do we do?” she asked and hoped the others could not hear the uncertainty in her voice. 

      Fern regarded her steadily. “If they see us, we’ll be killed. There are tree branches hanging low over the book. Is there someone nimble of foot who can climb?” 

      After a moment, Blaise spoke softly. “I can climb well. It is a skill of mine.” 

      Fern nodded. “Blaise, your Elvish blood alone means you would be the pick of all of us. You must do it soundlessly. The rest of us will wait someplace where we can see. Blaise—do not let them see you, or they will kill you. If they capture you, we will just have to charge them, and hope to be able to get out of there.” 

      Blaise nodded. But then he said, “If they capture me, you must leave me, and find another way to get the book.” 

      The two men stared at each other, and Jane wondered at the meaning behind that look. After a time, the prince nodded and Jane closed her eyes. 

      “Before we go,” Fern continued. “I think I should warn you. The Phaeries, they are ... eating at the moment.” 

      “Won’t that make it easier for us to get the book?” Corte asked. 

      “Yes,” Fern replied with a wince, “but their eating habits will be somewhat, distracting ... for us. Phaeries eat human flesh. At the moment they are eating one of the priests from the temple.” 

      They filed off quietly leaving their horses on the path, tethered to some trees. Every step brought them closer to the camp, and the sounds of screaming grew louder. 

      After a few minutes, Jane had to cover her ears, as they came to the edge of the clearing and the noise became deafening. They squatted and peered through the bushes. And the sight made Jane want to vomit. 

      She quickly shut her eyes so as not to look at the barely recognisable body on the ground. The man’s skin had been ripped off, and the body no longer had any ears, fingers, or toes. 

      Ria’s gasp was quickly stifled by Fern. He then pointed out the tree. A long thick branch hung lower than the rest, and a little closer to the plinth where the book sat. The branch did not look thick enough to hold a man’s weight. Jane realised she should have gone—she was lighter than Blaise. 

      Blaise nodded when he spotted the tree and without a word he turned and slunk away. Within moments, they saw him high up in the branches. He climbed swiftly and nimbly, his lithe, muscled body like a monkey’s. And silent—he was so silent Jane didn’t know how it was physically possible. 

      Blaise looked down at the group and waited for Fern’s signal. Looking back at the camp, Jane could see that most of the group were occupied with eating, and those who weren’t were watching their companions jealously and scrambling violently into the fray. 

      Fern gave the signal and they watched breathlessly as Blaise edged out over the branch until he was halfway to the book. There was a dip in the branch, and he began to slow, realising that this was the weak point. But for all his nimble, graceful, silent movements, he was too heavy. The branch creaked, and began to bend under the Elf’s weight. 

      Blaise froze and waited to make sure that none of the Phaeries had noticed. He then made his way even more slowly along the branch. With each movement, the branch bent a bit lower. 

      Fern hissed in Jane’s ear, “This isn’t going to work, they’re sure to see him!” 

      Jane looked at him and was shocked at the hatred on his face as he watched the creatures. 

      Then in a move that surprised her no end, he turned to her and asked, “Jane, will you have me if I leave Athena?” 

      She stared at him. “What? Fern this isn’t the time for that!” she said incredulously. 

      “Yes or no?” he said more determinedly. 

      “You’re crazy!” she said. 

      “Just answer the damn question, Jane!” 

      “Yes, of course, Fern. You know I will, but I thought we agreed we couldn’t—” 

      Fern nodded and interrupted her, “Good. I will hold you to that. Never, ever give up, Jane. Never.” Then he pressed his lips hard against hers—not at all in the way she had imagined their first kiss might be—stood up quietly and disappeared into the jungle. Jane was left to look at the bushes where he had pushed through and rub her lips, wondering what had just happened. What the hell was he doing? 

      A sense of foreboding dawned on Jane even before she realised what was happening. A deep feeling of dread was in her heart. Something was wrong. 

      And then the branch gave out a sharp crack. Jane held her breath and Ria put a hand over her mouth. But the sound wasn’t noticed, for all of a sudden there was a man charging through the camp on horseback. 

      Fern had his sword raised high above his head and was swiftly killing the Phaeries below him with huge cutting blows. Their meal was forgotten as they drew their own weapons. 

      Fern turned and, rearing his horse, entered the fray once more. 

      “What’s he doing?” Ria hissed. 

      They watched in horror as Fern took on seventy savage Phaeries single-handedly. 

      “We must help him!” Corte said, but Fey was behind him. 

      “No. He risked himself so that we could get the book and get away.” 

      “But he’ll be killed!” Corte hissed. 

      “It is better for one to die, than for six,” Fey said grimly. 

      Jane could not believe what she had just heard. Rage seethed within her and, turning to Fey, she slapped her face. 

      “How could you say such a thing?” Jane hissed. 

      Fey did not make a sound, but clasped part of her shirt to her nose to stem the flow of blood. She was looking coldly at Jane. The others seemed shocked beyond words. Jane couldn’t care less what they thought—she’d never been so terrified in all her life. 

      In all the commotion, Blaise had made it back to the group and was holding the book in his hands. It was big and black, with gold script on the front that Jane couldn’t read. She looked at Corte and said, “Give me a sword.” He hesitated. 

      He was about to obey when Fey said, “Don’t even think about it Corte. We have to get out of here.” She looked at Jane, her eyes cold. “Don’t you understand? He only did this so that he could save you. If you get yourself killed, then he gave his life for nothing.” 

      “He’s not dead yet!” Jane cried. 

      “We must leave, Jane,” Blaise said quietly, his accent thick. She looked to where Fern was fighting. He was covered in blood. His left arm hung limp at his side, but he fought on. He had killed a huge number of Phaeries, and they were having trouble getting to him through the bodies on the ground. Still, he was slowly being overcome. The Phaeries were completely oblivious to the fact that their book had been stolen. Fern had done his job well. 

      Then, in a pause in the flow of attackers, Fern looked over to where the group were squatting in the grass. His eyes met Jane’s, and he angrily mouthed the word, ‘go’. It was all he had time for—a blade slid into his unprotected left side. With a look of surprise on his face he was pulled from Nuitdor and Jane lost sight of him. 

      Then he was up again, on his feet and still fighting, though the left side of his body was immobile. It was on that side that Nuitdor stood, trying to protect him. 

      “We have to go,” Blaise said again from behind her. Firmly, but very gently, he put his arm around Jane’s waist and began to pull her back to where their horses waited. Jane struggled, gasping out loud. 

      “Don’t!” she hissed, but he was strong, and continued to drag her away. Jane began to weep. “Please,” she cried softly, still struggling weakly to escape. “We can’t leave him.” 

      “We have to,” said Blaise. He mounted his own horse and pulled Jane up in front of him, never letting go. Jane stopped struggling and sagged down against the horse’s neck, defeated. 

      The five of them thundered down the narrow path. Not one of them stopped when they reached the two rocks and the dwarf who guarded the way. They galloped past the little man as he stood flabbergasted, and out the other side. Night had fallen. There was a numb silence to the group. 

      Blaise’s firm grip was the only thing that kept Jane from falling from the horse. They arrived at the warrior fortress well into the night. No one had said anything the whole way, but now Fey spoke. “We will sleep the night in the fortress and then leave on the boat in the morning.” 

      Jane could not face Harry and Luca right then. She knew they would be in pain and might need her, but she could not, honestly, give anything just then. To give, there must be something left, and so much had been taken from her that day that she didn’t believe she would ever give anything again. 

      Jane did not sleep that night, but rode Blaise’s horse to the beach and sat on the sand, looking out to sea. 

      Fern, Prince of Cynis Witron, was dead. 

      ***


      Satine descended from the ship into the sunny afternoon, Ambrosius following quietly behind. Leostrial was sure to know she was in Lapis Matyr. She took it as a good sign that they hadn’t already been arrested. 

      Satine’s priority was to confirm their suspicions about Leostrial’s activities, and to try and discover his attack plan. 

      Satine’s plan had always relied solely on Leostrial’s feelings for her. If, in fact, he had any. That was the problem—she had told Accolon that Leostrial loved her, but Satine didn’t actually know this. He cared for her—cared that she was loyal to him—certainly, but love? 

      They bought two horses from the markets at the dock and began the long journey to the castle. Around the marshes this time—not for the life of her would she ever ride through them again, not after what had happened with Harry and the Equinox. The road was longer, but it was also much safer. 

      They stopped only once to spend the night in an inn, and then at sundown the next day, Satine and Ambrosius arrived at the castle. 

      The gates were locked, so they called through to the guards on the other side. The men realised who the travellers were. They rushed away to inform Leostrial of their arrival. Once the king was alert to Satine’s presence, she and Ambrosius were swiftly taken hold of and brought into the entrance hall of the palace. 

      Satine tried to remember the name of the guard who was gripping her arm tightly. Coll, that was it. She turned and gave him one of her most dazzling smiles, and said, “Coll, it has been too long.” 

      He stared at her for a moment, and then loosened his grip a little. 

      Satine sighed with relief. She and Ambrosius waited in silence for quite some time, giving Satine time to consider her strategy. But when Leostrial finally came to meet them, when Satine finally saw him again, all of her plans were forgotten. 

      Leostrial walked into the room and Satine remembered what it was like, every single time, to see him. The knife in her heart, made of hatred and loss, gave a twist and she clenched her teeth. He wore a long black cloak that swished as he stopped. It hid the sword she knew was at his waist. Long black riding boots covered his feet, and a plain tunic his torso. 

      She noticed none of this. It was his eyes that caught hold of her. They were deep chasms of darkness, black holes. They bore into her own bright blue ones, and Satine felt the darkness begin to take hold of her. It had not been like this when she left. 

      “Explain yourself,” he said, his voice flat. Then he folded his arms in front of him and waited. 

      She sucked in a breath of air and felt her hands shake at her sides. She had been naive. How could she have assumed he would accept her back into his palace, no questions asked, even if he did love her? Leostrial would not allow it. 

      Satine looked at him. Thought about all that he was, and had been and would become. Thought about herself, and the woman she was when she was here, in this place with him. She thought about all the people she had just left back in Amalia. 

      She realised where her real loyalties lay. The sight of him did something to her. Released feelings that had been locked tightly away. There was only one thing left for Satine to do, so she did it. 

      “My Lord, I have a long story to tell. I would be very grateful if you would hear it.” She waited for his nod of consent before she continued. 

      “As you know by now, my loyalty has been across the sea with Gaddemar. And, please, when you think on this, surely it is not so surprising? Surely, you must know that I am not ... the sort of woman who can just lie down and let her father’s killer take over her land.” She paused to look at him, pleading with her eyes. This was so dangerous. 

      “I was here by your side night and day for a good part of my life. Then, something happened to make me compromise my position. A boy named Harry appeared in my bedchamber one night. He claimed that he had crossed over from another world. I had a suspicion.” She paused for a moment so that Leostrial could come up with the same thought she had. 

      “The six?” he said quietly. Satine nodded. “Continue,” he ordered. 

      “I fled with Harry and we arrived at Gaddemar’s castle. But it was not enough, what I had done. They wanted to burn me. They didn’t share my views as to how to best use the Bright Ones. Gaddemar has never believed in the prophecy, and was convinced that they didn’t need the help of the six. I think it had a lot to do with his pride, and the idea that he should need the help of children from another world. But I have long held faith in the prophecy, and knew that this would be the only possible way to rid the land of evil.” Satine stopped and stared into his eyes. 

      “I let my emotions, guide my belief. I ignored everything you’ve told me about what you’re trying to do—I listened to my anger. I know now that you are no more evil than I, and that you strive for something bigger than what we have in Paragor. Something different. I don’t know what, but the truth is, my lord, the simple truth is that I trust you. I didn’t even realise until right now, until simply looking at you. I came here with the hope of spying on you again. But even if I did want to do that, I couldn’t. I couldn’t do it again ... Not to you.” 

      Leostrial held up a hand for her to stop. Ambrosius made a choking sound of disbelief and horror. The guards grabbed him roughly and held him in silence. Guilt surged through her as if it had a life of its own, a life set to destroying her, but she ignored it because she knew she was doing the right thing. Leostrial peered closely at her and she brought her attention back to him. 

      “There is another reason, isn’t there?” 

      She felt her face colour and cast her eyes down to the ground. “Yes,” she said. What hope was there in lying? “I loved a man there, but he ... betrayed me. I love him no longer.” She paused, and her next words came out in a whisper. “If you will let me, I could finally give myself to you, and to this country.” Satine began to cry. 

      There was one thing left to say, really. And it was the hardest. The most true. The most important. “You could choose not to forgive me,” she murmured, “and it might be the wisest thing to do. There is a lot to forgive, after all. But if you are having trouble, my lord, think on what I have had to forgive.” 

      The words hung heavily in the room. She was at his mercy—had put herself there. But she would not give in without finally, here at the end, bringing her own truths to the surface. If he loved her, the real her, then he would understand that she could not just banish her own emotions, and would at least acknowledge the size and difficulty of this thing she was doing. 

      She waited, knowing that she had done all she could. And at last she saw something through the blurring of her tears. Something so small, so slight that she couldn’t be sure it was there, but it was a flash of something in his eyes. More complex than love, and more complex than pain, but at least it was not hatred, and that was so important. 

      “What do you expect me to do?” he asked her. 

      “I don’t know,” she murmured. “I cannot expect anything. If you truly want it, then I will tell you everything I know, and you can kill me.” 

      “You traitor!” Ambrosius hissed from between the men restraining him. 

      Satine turned to him, trying to stop the tears. “I’m sorry, Ambrosius, but you cannot understand this. It does hurt me, you know. I do not do this thing lightly.” A look of disgust on Ambrosius’ face caused Satine to falter momentarily, but she turned back to Leostrial. 

      “The Bright Ones are here for a reason. I don’t know what that is, but I don’t believe that it’s to destroy you.” 

      In silence, he gazed at her, then nodded and asked, “Who is your friend?” 

      Ambrosius stared fiercely at Leostrial; Satine admired his courage. 

      “He is no one, Leostrial. Just a servant who was made to accompany me.” She hoped her lie might stop Ambrosius from dying. 

      Leostrial shook his head and sighed. “You truly wish to be a part of this court again? You will give your loyalty solely to my people and I—as a true princess should do—and you will work with us to achieve whatever ends I decide upon?” 

      Satine nodded. 

      In a low voice, Leostrial said, “And you will do all of this, knowing full well that if you ever betray me again, I will punish you with all the strength I possess?” 

      Satine’s hands began to shake. “I will,” she whispered honestly, her new path unfolding before her. 

      ***


      Jane’s tears faded away as the sun rose, her body aching with exhaustion. His eyes haunted her, but she didn’t want the memory of them to fade away. She needed something to cling to. 

      All she could think about was how alone she felt. Fern had looked after her, right from the beginning. 

      She could remember, with startling clarity, the words he’d spoken when first they’d met. “I’ll keep you safe.” Even then, she realised, they’d been laced with more than just politeness. He had looked at her, and he’d smiled that smile, and she’d taken it all for granted. 

      Luca found her on the beach not long after sunrise. He didn’t say anything but sat down next to her. She didn’t look up. 

      After a while she managed to speak, in a voice that shook. “You know what the funny thing is?” she asked him. “I’m not even allowed to grieve for him. Not properly. He was getting married to someone else.” She stopped speaking because all of a sudden she couldn’t breathe. 

      Luca put his arm around her and she let herself fold into the warm contours of his body. 

      “How do I...?” she whispered, and it seemed she could cry again, for there were yet more tears seeping from her eyes. “It’s not fair! It’s so utterly ridiculous! How can it be real? How can he possibly be dead? Oh, God, what do I do, Luca?” 

      “Jane,” Luca murmured, holding her tightly. 

      “What do I do? I knew before that I would never be with him. But ... for him to be dead ... It’s not, it’s not even ... God, it’s not the same. Do I have to ... How do I tell all those people? He was so loved here. How do I tell them...? And Athena! Oh God, how do I tell her?” 

      “You don’t have to,” Luca said firmly. “That job is anyone’s but yours. And, Jane, don’t feel guilty about grieving for him. I could see the way he looked at you. He was ... yours. And it doesn’t matter if only the two of you knew that.” 

      She covered her eyes and cried. 

      It wasn’t right. This girl he had grown up with was the strongest person he knew. A person who never put her own problems ahead of her friends’. 

      Once, several years ago, he had gone to visit her on a summer evening. Her front door had been left open because of the heat, and through the screen Luca had been able to hear the crying. Jane’s mother. 

      Luca had charged into the house, to find Jane crouched over the sobbing form of her mother, trying to comfort her. 

      “Jane,” Luca said and she’d turned to him, stricken. Taking his hand she’d led him outside. 

      “What are you doing here, Luca?” Jane had asked him. 

      “What’s going on? Are you okay? Why is your mother crying?” 

      Jane had only been fifteen then, but she’d looked at Luca with calm acceptance. “Dad just had a bit too much to drink. I’ve got it under control.” 

      She’d refused to say anything more about it. Several days later, when Luca had been able to find some time alone with her at school, he had asked, “Does that sort of thing happen often, Jane?” 

      Jane shook her head, smiled sadly and said, “You don’t have to worry about us. I told you—I can handle it.” 

      Never again had she spoken about the incident, or given anyone the slightest indication that something might be wrong at home. Luca had never met anyone as strong. But now here she was, weeping with all the sorrow in the world, over a man she’d only known a week or two and who hadn’t truly given her anything real. 

      A sweet bitterness swept through Luca at the thought that she would never weep like this over him. But even after so many years of loving Jane, Luca knew that he would gladly put up with never having her for himself, if only he never had to hear her cry like this again. 

      “Luca,” she cried softly, “I don’t know what to do.” 

      Luca didn’t know either, but he said, “I’ll look after you.” 

      She held onto him for a long time, and eventually stopped crying. 

      The rest of the group found them as the morning grew old. They were all pale and tired and sad and frightened. 

      As everyone prepared to board the ship, and it came to be Jane’s turn to climb into the long boat, something threaded its way into her mind, gently but persistently. 

      Never give up hope. 

      “Wait!” she cried suddenly, and they looked at her. Her heart pounded. The others turned to look at her. 

      “Jane, we have to leave, we have to get the book back,” Luca said gently. 

      “But I think he’s alive!” Jane said. 

      Luca looked confused. “Jane, you saw him die. Fern’s gone.” 

      “He isn’t dead,” she said, her eyes bright. 

      “Jane—he is. There’s no way he could have survived. You have to accept it,” Harry said. They looked at her uncomfortably, pity in their eyes. 

      “No, listen to me! He said something and I didn’t realise until now what it meant.” Jane said desperately. 

      “What did he say?” Blaise asked. 

      “He said to never give up hope. It was a warning.” 

      “When did he say it?” Blaise asked. 

      “Just before he left. When he knew what he had to do.” 

      “Jane, maybe he thought he was coming back, but then he couldn’t.” Ria said. She looked empty, as if a bright light had gone out inside her. 

      “He’s alive, and I’m going back to get him,” Jane said fiercely. 

      Blaise nodded, “I will come with you.” 

      Jane let out a sob of relief. 

      “Are you mad?” Fey asked. “You will be killed.” 

      Jane turned on the Amazon. “I don’t care what you think. I’m going back to get him.” 

      “Very well,” said Fey. “If this achieves nothing else, then at least we might claim his body and give him the burial he deserves. We will wait a day. If you are not back, we will leave.” 

      “We’re not leaving without Jane!” Harry exclaimed. 

      Fey was unmoved. 

      “It’s all right,” Jane said to Harry. “We’ll be back.” 

      Blaise handed Jane a sword and they mounted their horses. She galloped harder and faster than they had the night before. She heard his name in every hoof beat. 

      It was late evening when they arrived outside the hellish camp. Peering through the bushes, they couldn’t see Fern anywhere. There were fewer Phaeries in the camp now, but those that remained looked agitated. 

      “What should we do?” Jane whispered to Blaise. 

      Blaise lifted his face. He seemed to be sniffing the air. He looked back at the ground and bent over to peer closely at the dirt. Finally he whispered, “There are new tracks heading west. I can smell blood.” 

      Jane shivered. 

      They crept around the outside of the camp, past the tree that Blaise had climbed, and to the path that continued on the other side of the clearing. 

      “Do you know where he is?” Jane asked, once they were out of earshot. 

      “He must have got away. They have followed him out of the camp, and off to the west.” 

      Jane and Blaise rode their horses at a quick trot down the path. Jane’s heart faltered suddenly when a big black shadow loomed from the trees in front of them. It was Nuitdor. 

      She took a breath of relief and reached over from her horse to pat Nuitdor’s nose fondly. Fern’s horse turned and led them back into the jungle, drawing them towards something barely visible—a crumpled figure on the ground. 

      Jane jumped from her horse and stumbled twice as she ran to Fern. Kneeling at his side, she saw a deep wound in his side. Blood pooled around him. 

      A second wound in his shoulder had been ripped open again, and it oozed blood. 

      His breathing was shallow and fast, and Jane worked quickly to stem the flow of blood, ripping material from her shirt to tie around his wounds. 

      “Blaise, help me,” she hissed over her shoulder, and he hastened into action. They struggled to lift Fern onto his horse, but Nuitdor knelt to help them, and did not let him fall. 

      It was noon the next day before they arrived back at the temple of the priests. They took Fern inside, still on his horse. A grey-robed priest gave a screech of dismay at the sight of the big animal in the temple. 

      “Get it out!” he shrieked, flapping his hands at the horse. 

      “Please, we need your help. This man is dying, he needs a bed, and someone to heal him,” said Jane. 

      “No!” the man thundered. “I shall not help those who would be so disrespectful as to bring a horse into the temple!” 

      “Be quiet you old fool!” Blaise snarled. 

      It silenced the priest for a moment, but then he said, “No. I cannot help you.” 

      Jane stepped forward and slowly drew her sword from its scabbard. She pointed the tip at the priest’s throat, then looked into the man’s frightened eyes. Jane’s face paled and her sword clattered to the ground. She took a step back. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. He’s dying, and there’s no one else who can help us. You’re his last hope.” 

      The priest looked at Jane for a moment, then gave a quick nod and motioned for them to follow as he made his way through the back of the temple, finally coming to a small room with a bed. He looked at the horse again but said nothing. Blaise carefully lifted Fern onto the bed and stood back. 

      “I’m trained in healing, but do not know if I can assist with wounds such as these,” the priest said. 

      She looked at Blaise. “Do you have any idea what to do?” 

      He frowned. “I know you have to clean the wounds and sew them up, but I’ve never done anything like it before. ” He looked at the priest and said, “You are our best chance.” 

      The man looked at Fern’s ragged body and sighed. “I’ll need tools—hot water, and lots of cloth.” He left the room and returned a few moments later with the items. 

      The priest laid the tools down and inspected them. 

      It was a set of old, slightly discoloured, silver surgical tools and she looked at them in horror. “Is this it?” she exclaimed. 

      “We could go to the Amazonian training camp, but he may not last that long,” said Blaise. 

      The priest frowned. “They’re all we’ve got. Let’s just hope they don’t make him worse.” 

      The priest took a deep breath and began the task. Jane sat by his side, handing him whatever he needed and wiping away the blood as it poured out of Fern. 

      Blaise slipped out and returned with bad news. “The ship has gone,” he said flatly. Jane closed her eyes. She had known it would have to leave, but she had selfishly hoped they would have waited just a little bit longer for her. 

      For hours they worked. It was so much harder, and so much bigger than anything Jane had done before. Finally the priest straightened for the first time and looked down at Fern’s wounds, which were stitched and cleaned. 

      “What now?” Jane asked, her voice haggard with exhaustion. 

      “It’s just a matter of waiting now,” said the priest. “I need to rest. You should do so too—you have done well.” 

      “Thank you,” Jane said to him, her voice choking up with gratitude. “I’m truly grateful.” 

      Once the priest had left the room, she turned back to Fern. 

      “Jane, you must rest,” Blaise said quietly from behind her, emotion thickening his accent. “There is nothing more you can do for him.” 

      Jane was reluctant to leave but Blaise insisted that she go to bed, where she fell into a deep, deep sleep, wracked with dreams of sorrow. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 25

      Elixia bent over the man’s body. He didn’t move. There was a gaping wound in his side. The Queen of Uns Lapodis then felt her body go stiff and her eyes roll back in her head as she left her body, went from the world of the living, and caught the man’s soul before it was grasped by Ares at the gates of the underworld. Using the gift her mother had passed to her, she grasped his soul and brought it back into the body lying before her. The man opened his eyes and Elixia woke from her dream with a start. 

      It took her a moment to realise that the dream had not been real, and that the unknown stranger had actually been her brother. She shivered and pulled the bed covers up around her. 

      She’d had many dreams like this before, and she had been dealing with them since she was a young child. She climbed out of her bed and silently donned her riding clothes. It did not take her long to get down to the stables and sneak a horse out past the sleeping stable hand. 

      She raced through the hills for hours, not returning home until the sun began to rise. 

      “Where have you been?” Columba shrieked as Elixia shook the dust from her clothes. 

      “I went for a ride, my lady. I did not know it wasn’t permitted.” 

      “You are a queen now. You cannot go gallivanting around all night. You have responsibilities.” 

      “Do not say anything more,” Elixia said. “You are right. I am Queen.” 

      Before Columba could respond, Elixia turned on her heel and walked to her room. She was surprised to see Accolon waiting on her balcony. He rarely came to her room. 

      “Good morning, Elixia,” he spoke without turning to face her. 

      “Good morning, Accolon. Has there been any word of their return?” She asked this question every day, but each time she received the same answer. 

      “I am afraid not. There’s not long now,” he sighed. 

      She needed no telling of this. She had been counting the days until she would see  The Book of the Dead.  It frightened her. The power within its pages was unchecked for those who knew how to wield it. “What brings you here at this hour?” She had stopped using formalities with him for he corrected her every time she did. 

      Accolon still did not turn to her, but asked, “Would you prefer that I left?” 

      “Oh no, I was just curious. You don’t usually visit me in my room.” 

      “I came to inform you of the carnival.” 

      “A carnival?” Elixia asked. “Why are you having a carnival now, in the middle of war preparations?” 

      “We have one each year as a follow up to Beltane.” 

      “Surely you must cancel, there is no time!” 

      “The people need to feel everything is normal. They must not be panicked.” 

      “You are right,” she said finally. 

      “You cannot be expected to know everything about my kingdom. You are so young...” 

      In the silence that followed, Accolon finally turned his gaze to her, and said, “What is it that you fear most?” 

      Elixia blinked, taken aback. The answer was on her tongue straight away, but she hesitated. “For the walls to close in around me.” 

      He turned away again. “She is as good as dead,” he said. 

      It took Elixia a moment to realise that he was talking about Satine, but by then he had already left the room. 

      Elixia ate breakfast alone in the big dining hall. She was restless, and in no hurry to go back to her room, so took the long route through the castle corridors. When she came to the east wing of the palace something stopped her. She had not been here before. This was where Columba slept. 

      The door to Columba’s room was shut, but Elixia heard voices. Curiosity overpowered her, and she crept silently to the door to listen. 

      “...not enough time,” Columba said. 

      Elixia crept closer. 

      “No, there is not. They will never make it, the fools.” A male voice, deep and menacing. “...surely perish.” 

      “Don’t be a fool yourself. If they do not make it back, then Blaise will be absent and we will have to hire someone else.” 

      “That’s possible, surely?” the man asked. 

      “Nobody is as good as Blaise, and we cannot afford to not be successful or we shall be punished beyond measure.” Then Elixia heard footsteps, as one of them crossed the room and sank into a chair. 

      “The girl is not cooperating,” Columba sighed. 

      “How do you mean?” 

      “She has been very short with me. I’d say she knows I am trying to control her. She just doesn’t know why, and to what extent.” 

      “You can’t let her know.” 

      “I know that, you imbecile. She’s a lot smarter than I had expected. We must be careful.” 

      Elixia’s eyes widened as she listened. 

      “I want you to find Blaise’s replacement. We cannot take any chances.” 

      “Of course.” 

      “Before you leave, how is your task coming along?” Columba asked. 

      “Perfectly. I could not have asked for more of a fool to manipulate.” 

      Elixia heard footsteps approach the door. She ran down the corridor, all the way to her room, and slammed the door. Then she walked out to her balcony and looked down at the gardens below. There were so many unanswered questions. She had always known there was something evil inside Columba. Now she had to prove it. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 26

      Liam arrived home in Tirana three days after he left Amalia and the war council, which gave him less than a month to raise an army. Sasteem had come to the dock to greet him. The brothers did not embrace, but touched palms. They rode together through the windy dunes towards the tribe. The Kabduh were a nomadic people, never staying in one place for long. Rarely were there any visitors to Tirana as there was no town or city, only the roaming tribes, and now there were only twenty-seven in all. 

      There had once been over three hundred different tribes, but that was many years ago. Since then, the tribes had combined to make fewer, larger tribes. 

      Liam was greeted with quiet joy by his family. So too, was his news. The Kabduh were a race of warriors. They lived to fight. The women would stay to look after the few surviving children, but every male would gladly answer the call of the emperor. 

      They were ready before the deadline. They worked fast and efficiently to be ready for war, packing up their camp and readying their weapons. Without much of a farewell, the Kabduh readied themselves at the docks, waiting to set sail for Lapis Matyr. 

      ***


      Blaise was known for his stealth and secrecy, but this had rattled him. He had lived his life in Uns Lapodis, his identity a secret. But the meeting of his cousin, the prince, had thrust him straight back into reality. He could not escape his past, no matter how hard he tried. 

      Once, long ago, he had been respected. A man who had commanded power and knowledge; a man who people had listened to. He’d had a family once. 

      They had been killed. It was why he was here, far from his people in an act that most thought to be a statement of defiance. It wasn’t a statement. Instead, it was his absolute sorrow at what had happened, and his inability to stay. 

      As far as he knew, Fern had no idea of his true identity. The boy had been too young when they first met. Meeting him now had made him proud beyond belief. His cousin was a far better prince than he would ever be. Or ever was. 

      “Blaise!” 

      The name broke into his thoughts, and he looked over to see Jane staring at him. 

      “I said, can you please pass the scalpel? The priest needs it.” She was understandably irritated and tired. He hurried to pass the scalpel to the man and watched him get back to work on the body. He was worried about Jane. She sat there watching like a maniac, never sleeping, never eating. But then, she did love him, and he knew how that felt. Knew what it was like to lose people you loved. A wife, and a daughter, in fact. 

      Blaise tried to focus on something else—on Jane. As he watched, she wiped a tendril of sweaty hair from her face and bit her lip, all the time watching Fern’s face. There was a look in her eyes that was so determined and so strong that Blaise had to wonder how she could cope so well. Blaise made a decision then that he would be there for her if this didn’t work. 

      Even after everything had been forsaken, and he had resigned himself to a colourless life, a grey life, without any thoughts for new feelings, he could still be shocked and surprised by the beauty the world could hold. It was right here for him to see in the unfailing devotion of this woman. 

      Blaise walked out onto the beach and stared at the water. After a moment he drew his sword and began to fight invisible foes. Thrust forward, parry, focus on the footwork, twist away. 

      “Would you like a sparring partner?” a voice called from behind him. 

      Blaise wheeled around to see Faraia, the young Amazonian woman standing outside the temple. 

      Faraia came down onto the sand and they fought, lightly at first—Blaise didn’t want to hurt her. Then, when she asked him not to insult her, he fought harder. She was good, but he was the lost Elvish prince. She could not beat him if her life depended on it. 

      “Thank you,” he said at the conclusion of their fight. 

      She bowed to him, and they walked into the temple. 

      “You have seen him,” Blaise stated and she nodded. “Could you have healed him better at the fortress?” he asked her. 

      She nodded again. 

      Blaise grimaced. “Will he live?” He had to wait for a moment before he saw the slow shake of her head. 

      ***


      Jane had been sleeping for an hour when the vision came to her. A magnificently beautiful woman. And there was something familiar about her—she was like the mermaid. They had the same eyes. 

      “He fades, Jane,” the woman said, and Jane was struck by the urgency in her tone. “You are the only thing that holds him to life. Bring him back.” 

      “How?” Jane called out to her, but she had already gone. 

      Jane snapped awake. She leapt from the bed and ran barefoot to the room where Fern was sleeping. His skin was pale and clammy, and his breathing shallow. Blaise and Faraia were sitting in the corner of the room watching her curiously. 

      “How do I pull him back?” she hissed. 

      She felt his hand grow cold, and his pulse fade away. A last breath escaped his lips, and then he was still. 

      “No!” Jane cried, and her tears spilled onto his handsome face. 

      In a burst of panic, Jane leaned over him and gently kissed his lips. Then, with all her will, and with every breath of longing she possessed, she called to him. 

      “Fern!” she whispered. “Come back. Don’t leave me.” Her hand tightened around his. “Please!” When begging didn’t work, she ordered him. 

      “Fern!” she yelled. She grabbed his shoulders and shook him roughly. “You can’t leave me! I won’t let you!” Jane opened her heart and mind for him to feel, and she screamed at him within her mind as well as with her voice, willing him to hear her. It was a hopeless act, she knew, a call flung into the air between them, but she had to try. 

      He didn’t move. 

      Jane collapsed on his chest, sobbing violently. The woman had been wrong. She couldn’t save him. She was going to have to live without him. Her crying echoed through the room. 

      “Jane...” 

      Fern’s eyes were tired and filled with pain, but they were open. 

      Jane grabbed him in a tight embrace. He groaned in pain and she straightened up, realising that she had been lying on his wound. Her tears fell all over his face again, and this made him smile. 

      “Don’t cry. What’s the matter?” he asked. 

      “What’s wrong? You died! That’s what’s wrong!” 

      He lifted his arms slightly and weakly enveloped her. They lay together for a long time, her tears staining the blanket over him. 

      “Fern,” she whispered, trying desperately, once again, to savour the feeling of him. “Don’t do that again.” 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 27

      The morning after her arrival, Satine woke from a restless sleep. Nightmares had her sweating and tossing all night. Exhausted, she sat up in bed and looked around her old room. Everything was exactly as she’d left it. The mirror above her dressing table showed a face that was pale and tired. 

      She quickly pulled on a tunic that was hanging in the cupboard and slipped on some sandals. She attempted to braid her hair, but only succeeded in tangling it into knots. She sighed and looked around for a comb, then sat down to the arduous task of unknotting her long hair. It took a good twenty minutes. She looked through a wooden chest and found golden jewellery—a delicate necklace, some armbands and a circlet to sit on her brow. It would at least hold the hair off her face. Finally, when she looked half decent, Satine left her room. 

      Her footsteps clacked through the silent halls as she walked slowly to the door of Liessen’s chamber. Taking a deep breath, she knocked. It took a long time, but finally it swung open. Satine found herself staring at an older version of herself. But this woman was hunched over with the constant weight of carrying around her sorrow. 

      Liessen didn’t smile then, not even to see her own daughter, but her expression softened a great deal, and she lent forward to embrace Satine. They went inside and closed the door behind them. Taking a chair opposite Liessen, Satine peered closely at her mother. Liessen slouched in her chair and her face was slack with exhaustion. Her brown eyes were dull and lifeless, her hair limp. Her body, once toned and muscled, sagged. Yet Liessen was still a very beautiful woman. 

      Staring at her mother, Satine felt a wave of disappointment wash over her. Liessen was just a scared old woman who didn’t know what to do. 

      “Are you all right, sweetheart? What has happened?” 

      “I’m fine, Mother, I just came to see how you are.” 

      Liessen shrugged. 

      Leaning forward and staring her mother in the eyes, Satine said fiercely, “I’m not going to let this go on any longer, Mother. Tell me about my child.” 

      Liessen blinked, then slumped down in her chair and shut her eyes. “Why?” she whispered. 

      “Because I want to find him,” Satine replied. “I am ashamed at how long it has taken me to ask.” 

      “It’s not safe here for him. You know that. Leostrial would have had him outcast as a baby if he’d known of his existence.” 

      “I will decide where my son will and won’t be safe,” Satine snapped. “If he is with me I will never let him come to harm. I should have realised this long ago.” 

      Her mother lifted a hand to her head then dropped it to her side. She said flatly, “He is in the village of Marat. When you get there, ask for Sulla.” 

      Satine nodded in thanks and stood to leave. She cast a last look at her mother, wishing she could have asked for help from the older woman, but also knowing that Liessen would be incapable of giving it. 

      Satine bid her mother goodbye, walked slowly back through the halls until she made her way to the dining hall where she sat down numbly. Now that the thought was in her mind, and the decision was made, she felt terribly frightened. What if the child hated her for leaving him? What if he thought she didn’t love him? 

      Her seat was on the left hand side of Leostrial’s. It was where she’d sat when her father had been alive. She stared at the wall and slowly ate the food a servant placed in front of her. 

      Suddenly, her skin prickled, and she turned, knowing straight away who had entered the hall. It took him only moments to cross the room, his cloak sweeping, and slam his fist down on the table. 

      “How could you possibly think me so stupid?” he raged. “After all this, you still think to deceive me?” 

      A shudder ran through her at the thought that he could somehow read her mind. “No, I wasn’t deceiving you, my lord. It was all for my own reasons. He would have been sent away even if you had not come.” 

      “Why did you not tell me?” Leostrial asked, his eyes flashing dangerously. 

      “I didn’t tell anyone. A bastard child would have embarrassed the kingdom. And I was—ashamed. I didn’t want you to be ashamed of me too.” 

      Leostrial stared at her for a long time. His knuckles were white where they rested on the table. “You belittle both of us with such fears,” he said icily. “I could never be ashamed of you. See me in my room this evening.” 

      ***


      Finally Jane looked up at Fern. 

      “How could you behave so carelessly?” 

      “Believe me, I was not—” Fern started, but was interrupted by Faraia. 

      “There should not be any blame to lay.” 

      “Well, good,” Fern laughed, then winced, remembering the wound at his side. 

      Blaise knelt in front of his prince, his head bowed. “It is truly heartening to have you back with us, highness.” 

      “Get up, you fool,” Fern grinned, ruffling his hair fondly and the Elf smiled as he stepped back. 

      Fern then looked back at Jane next to him on the bed and said, “Why didn’t you leave straight away?” 

      Her eyebrows arched. “You were an idiot for going in there!” she said indignantly. 

      “If you had left sooner, I could have ridden out sooner, and avoided this great wound which, by the way, is causing me considerable discomfort.” 

      She shook her head and he smiled, squeezing her hand. 

      “Where are the others?” Fern asked eagerly. Jane bit her lip. 

      “Fern ... the others left. They had to return with the book,” Jane said softly. 

      “Of course. They couldn’t risk the safety of the rest of the world just to save me,” Fern said seriously. 

      “You’re not upset?” 

      “Upset? If they hadn’t left, we’d all be dead. Now we just have to think of a way to get off this island.” 

      “There is a ship that brings Amazonians for their training,” said Faraia. “I think it passes through Uns Lapodis, but it only comes once a season, and the last came only seven days ago.” 

      Blaise nodded grimly. “So we have a few cycles of the moon to wait.” 

      “That’s too late!” Jane exclaimed, standing up. “It might all be over by then!” 

      No one said anything. 

      She sank back down onto the bed next to Fern. 

      It took her a moment to realise that both he and Blaise were staring at her. 

      “What?” 

      Neither of them answered. 

      “What is it?” 

      Fern shrugged. “It would be easier to accept our fate if you weren’t stuck here with us.” 

      “Oh, that’s nice,” she exclaimed. “I feel really welcome!” 

      “Jane,” he said. “If there is anyone with a bigger part in this war than you, I would like to meet them.” 

      She stared at him uncomfortably. “My friends are there. They’re Bright Ones too, you know.” 

      Suddenly a noise came from outside, like a foghorn. Jane, Blaise, and Faraia raced outside onto the beach. There was a ship sailing steadily towards them. Jane leapt into the air and whooped with delight “It’s our ship come back!” She raced back to Fern and burst into the room. “They’re back!” 

      He tried to climb out of bed. 

      “No, don’t!” Jane warned. “I’ll get Harry and Luca to come in and help get you onto the ship.” Jane glowed. “I have to go back outside,” she said breathlessly. “Sorry,” she called over her shoulder as she ran out. 

      Her footsteps died after a moment though and she came to an abrupt halt on the sand. Was it right that she was slightly disappointed? For a few moments there she’d had no responsibilities, no expectations. She’d ceased to be a Bright One. 

      “Don’t look so worried,” Blaise said gently from behind, startling her. “It will be all right, Jane.” 

      She nodded. Then she smiled and allowed herself to enjoy the moment. Fern was alive. Her friends had come back for her. She wouldn’t have to spend any more time on this revolting island. It was a good morning. 

      ***


      Harry rubbed his eyes. He stared out the small window of his room in the ship and realised that they were moving. 

      He raced back up onto the deck and looked around in dismay. The crew were all busying themselves to sail! 

      “What’s going on?” he yelled, but no one paid him any attention. Luca appeared on the deck next to him. 

      “Why are we moving?” he asked in his resoundingly deep voice. 

      “Don’t ask me!” Harry replied. “The other’s aren’t here yet!” 

      Luca approached the captain at the helm and Harry followed. 

      “Why are we moving?” Luca repeated the question and the grey-haired captain looked at him blankly. 

      “The queen has ordered that we sail for Amalia.” 

      “What? Why?” Harry said. “We haven’t got all of our passengers yet! We can’t just leave Jane there!” 

      “We can because we must,” Fey said from behind them and they whirled around to face her. 

      “Fey,” Luca said. “You’re being too hasty. We can wait another day.” 

      She shook her head slowly. “You have no idea, do you? I shouldn’t be surprised, really. It is always man’s failing to be weak. We must get the book back, or we risk the fate of the world. What if it takes a week to unlock the secrets inside? Or to work out how to open it, for that matter! Have you noticed that we cannot actually get it open?” 

      Harry opened his mouth, but nothing came out. This wasn’t right! It was awful, but he could think of no way to argue. 

      Thank God Luca was here. “Having Fern with us is worth losing a day, surely.” 

      “Don’t be foolish!” Fey exclaimed. “He is dead! You do not truly believe what the girl was rambling about? Her crazed, grieving mind is what caused such ridiculous hope to formulate, and it will be of no help in this war. It may be best if Jane stays here a little longer after all.” 

      They stared at Fey. Harry couldn’t believe his ears. 

      “She’s not crazy,” he said faintly. 

      “You’re leaving her here on purpose?” Luca asked. 

      Harry had never seen him look so angry. 

      Fey sighed and shook her head. “I am merely concerned for the outcome of the war. If there is anything I can do to better our chances, then I will happily do it.” 

      “What about the prophecy?” 

      Fey shook her head. “I’ve never believed in the prophecy. Foolish are those who don’t take their futures into their own hands.” 

      “But it’s just one day!” Harry yelled. “You agreed to give her that long!” 

      Suddenly, Harry felt a new kind of strength come to him. He straightened to his full height and clenched his fists at his side. His voice, when it came, was colder and more determined than Luca had ever heard it. 

      “Think twice before you abandon one of the Bright Ones, Fey, and turn around to face the leaders of the rest of the world—they all rely on her presence for this war. And don’t think for one second that you won’t be blamed, because I’ll tell them everything.” 

      “Me too,” Luca agreed firmly. 

      “And I,” Ria added from behind them. 

      Harry held Fey’s gaze until she slowly turned away. 

      “I will leave it to you to explain why we are late,” she snapped and nodded at the captain who began to turn the ship around. Harry grinned. 

      “Way to go, man,” Luca slapped Harry on the back. “I knew you had it in you.” 

      ***


      Jane and Blaise watched the ship moor. As it slowly drew nearer, Jane could make out people boarding the long boat and rowing to shore. As soon as Harry, Luca and Ria climbed out onto the beach, Jane was on top of them, hugging and kissing their faces. When Luca surfaced, he looked at Jane carefully and said, “Sorry, Jane. We didn’t mean to leave without you.” 

      “It’s okay—we found him! He’s alive!” 

      Their faces lit up. 

      “Where is he?” Ria asked, and Jane led them inside to Fern. 

      “We thought we’d lost you there for a moment,” Harry said and walked over to give Fern an awkward pat on the shoulder. 

      The prince looked up at him and smiled. 

      “You’ll have to try harder next time.” 

      Luca stepped forward and said, “We’re really sorry, man. We shouldn’t have left you like that. It was Harry that got us back here.” 

      Jane looked at Harry with raised eyebrows and he blushed red. 

      “I’m touched by your concern,” Fern replied, “But you shouldn’t have come back. We might not make it in time and Satine will be stuck with that vermin forever.” 

      “Well, as to that, the captain said that if we have the winds on our side, and if we all pitch in, then we will make it,” Ria said, who had not let go of Fern’s hand since entering the room. “But we have to leave now. Are you all right to travel?” she asked. 

      “Not really,” Jane replied for him, “but we’ll have to anyway. Help me move him onto the ship.” 

      “I can walk!” 

      “Forget it, Fern. We did not stay to rescue you so that you can tear your stitches and die anyway,” Jane said. Then she turned to the door to thank Faraia for the hospitality and headed to the ship. 

      Blaise carried Fern up the rope ladder, and they managed to put together a pulley system to lift the rowboat with Nuitdor in it up onto the deck. 

      Once aboard, all the others came to greet them and apologise for leaving. Jane saw Fey standing at the back of the group and went to her. “I’m sorry I hit you, Fey,” she said carefully. “And thank you for coming back.” Fey just gave a slight nod and then turned away. 

      They put Fern to rest in a room below deck and then prepared themselves for some heavy work. It would be a long trip back. 

      Blaise sat next to Jane in the gallows and rowed. He said nothing for a time, and Jane was content just to row in his company. After a while though, he cleared his throat. 

      “Jane, you’ve dealt with all of this very well. The prince wouldn’t be here without you, and no matter what else happens, or doesn’t happen, Paragor already owes you a great debt.” 

      Jane stopped for a moment, then turned to look at him. With a smile she kissed him on the cheek and they both went back to rowing in silence. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 28

      “You cannot enter the tournament yourself!” Columba said to Accolon over breakfast. “I don’t think we should be having the tournament at all,” Elixia said. 

      Accolon and Columba ignored her and continued. 

      “I enter every year, Mother.” 

      “Yes, but you have not been the king every year. And kings do not enter tournaments,” Columba countered. “They never have.” 

      If Columba didn’t want Accolon in the tournament, thought Elixia, it must mean that he should be. 

      “If we are to have the tournament at all then I think he should go in it,” Elixia said, and they both turned to her. 

      “Why the change of heart?” Accolon asked. 

      “It would be a good thing for the people to see that their king can fight. You can fight can’t you?” 

      “Of course,” Columba snorted. “He has won the competition for the past four years.” 

      “Good. The people will be proud to fight under a king who can beat them all.” 

      “Don’t you think he knows all this, you stupid girl?” Columba hissed. 

      Elixia smiled sweetly at Columba and said, “Oh, of course he knows this. I was just making sure you do.” 

      Accolon fought to keep the smile from his lips. Before Columba had a chance to say anything, Elixia turned to Accolon and said, “What say you, my lord? Shall you continue to enter the tournament and lighten your people’s hearts?” Rule by letting others think they rule. Her mother had told her that a long time ago. 

      Accolon raised his eyebrows at them both and said, “Though I do enjoy watching you two squabble over me, I will put a stop to this bickering. I am going in the tournament.” He held up a hand to stop his mother from protesting. 

      “Do as you will. Listen to your silly bride.” With that Columba stood up and walked out of the dining hall. 

      Elixia coloured a little, then steadied herself. 

      She turned back to her husband. He was looking at her closely. Then he said in a voice low enough not to be heard by the bustle of servants and court attendees around them, “Elixia, do not think me so much of a fool. I know you tried to control me. Do not fall to my mother’s level and start using tricks to get what you want.” He said it gently, but it didn’t stop Elixia’s flush. 

      “Of course, my lord,” she replied. “But I would ask something of you in return.” 

      “Yes?” 

      “I am your queen now, Accolon. Let me help you. Do not make me fight for the crown that is rightly mine.” 

      He stared at her for a moment and she held his gaze. 

      Finally he gave a tilt of his head. “You’re right. Forgive me.” 

      She shrugged. “We are both at fault. I think we would do better to trust each other.” 

      His frown softened. “A deal, then.” 

      ***


      Ria heaved the oar out of the water and pushed it back in again. They had been rowing for several days. 

      Lost in thought, Ria had barely spoken these past few days. She had come full circle, thinking over everything that had happened, and the conclusion she managed to come to was that she shouldn’t be here. What place had she on a warrior’s crusade to retrieve an instrument of war? What part could she possibly play in a game amongst kings, Strangers and tyrants? 

      Fern had asked her to come because she had a little skill with a sword. She knew he had just wanted an excuse to include her. Knew he was worried about her, and wanted to give her a place. 

      Ria’s hand slipped and she momentarily lost control of her oar. Swearing, she bent to pick it up and get back in time with the others. 

      “You right?” Luca grunted from next to her. 

      “Fine,” she snapped back, and then regretted it as he shrugged and turned away from her. “Sorry, Luca.” 

      “You can let me help you, you know,” he said, still irritated. 

      They rode in silence across the waves. After a time, Ria heard something strange. It was Luca who actually heard it first. She could tell something was wrong by the way he cocked an ear and held up his hand for silence. Suddenly his face slackened. 

      Voices drifted from over the waves. Slow and haunting—a calling song, which pulled at her. Unlike Luca though, she knew from where the music was coming. 

      Sirens. 

      The beautiful sea nymphs called sailors to their doom. Luca dropped his oars and blindly made his way to the deck. Most of the other men had blocked their ears with their fingers at the first sound of the Siren song, but some had not been so quick—sailors clambered to the deck from everywhere. The ship slowed and began to veer off course. 

      Ria ran up the gangway and out to the deck. Men leaned over the railings, trying to make out the mermaid-like creatures sitting far away on the rocks. Ria stared in horror as some jumped overboard. Luca clambered onto the railing, about to do the same. 

      Jane and Fey and her two warriors ran up to the deck. Along with Ria, they were the only women on board. The three Amazonians tried desperately to restrain the men, but there were too many, and they were strong. 

      Jane threw Ria a desperate glance. 

      So Ria did the only thing she could think of, she began to sing. Not a real song, just notes that fitted together and made music of her own. 

      As she sang louder, the men faltered and turn to look at her, but it was not long before they turned back to the ship’s gunwale and began to climb again. The Sirens heard Ria’s voice competing with them, and enhanced their own song, making it even more enchanting. 

      But the song was hers. 

      She pushed out the notes, made them soar, louder and stronger, and far more alluring than any she had sung before. 

      Slowly and hesitantly the men turned back to Ria, her song ringing in their ears. 

      They walked across the decks towards her, mesmerised, and the Sirens ceased their song, vanishing behind the waves and rocks. 

      Luca was last, and when he turned to her, his eyes were still hazy. Ria gave one final note, full of whatever it was she felt for him, and at last his eyes seemed to clear. He shook his head so as to look at her properly. 

      Letting out a breath, Ria sank to the deck. 

      The men in the water were hauled on board, but some were missing, taken to the depths of the sea by their lust. 

      Luca approached Ria and knelt next to her. 

      “What was that?” 

      “They were Sirens, creatures that call men to their doom,” Ria replied. 

      Luca was looking embarrassed, so she added, “No man can resist them. They’re very powerful.” 

      “Are you all right?” he asked her and she nodded. 

      “How did you do it?” Jane asked. 

      She shook her head. “I just sang, and hoped it would be enough.” 

      “I think you need some rest. Come on,” Luca said and helped her back to her room. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 29

      Satine sighed and stood, painting her face, then pulled on elegant slippers to match her crimson gown. 

      She made her way through the corridors and stairwells to a door and knocked lightly. The door opened of its own accord. Leostrial was sitting on a low velvet couch, looking up at her with dark eyes. Satine entered and shivered as she stood in front of him. He was below her, but as always he gave her the feeling that she was being overpowered. 

      “Sit please, Satine,” he ordered her. 

      She placed a cushion on the floor and sat at his feet. She could feel him staring, but she didn’t look up. She couldn’t bear what she knew would be in his eyes. 

      “Tell me why you sent your child away?” The sting in those words was painful. 

      “It was my mother,” she whispered. “Liessen was ashamed for her daughter to bear a bastard. And she didn’t know what would happen under the new reign.” 

      “Why did you not marry?” 

      “Because you came, and the father of the child was forced to flee,” she replied slowly, trying to leave the bitterness from her voice. 

      It was a moment before he said anything. “Who is the father?” 

      “You do not know? I am surprised, since you seem to know everything else,” she snapped and then schooled herself to calm down. “Accolon. High Prince of Uns Lapodis. He lived here, when he was younger. We shared ... much.” 

      “Evidently,” he murmured. There was a long silence. 

      “How did you know? About the child?” she croaked after a moment. 

      His next words were much sadder. “I thought you knew. I thought ... There is a connection between us, Satine. I am attuned to you. I know you. It is ... the one uncertain thing in my life. The one thing I have not forged for myself. I know not from where it comes, this connection.” 

      Satine tried very hard not to cry then. 

      “I want you to find your son and bring him here. I will be his father. He will be raised with a family as he should have been all along.” 

      She closed her eyes for a moment and felt something shift inside her. Satine looked at him, and thought about the words he’d just spoken. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I had wanted to bring him back myself.” 

      “I know you did,” he said. 

      “Why did you never have a child of your own?” 

      “A true son would be too dangerous to me. I can perhaps give your son what a child of my own would have claimed. What he deserves. A home, power ... I will need him by my side. Go now.” 

      Satine went back to her room and locked the door. She would die before letting harm come to this child. 

      ***


      The next morning Satine sat opposite Leostrial at the small breakfast table in his room. 

      “I have come to speak of the war.” 

      He raised his eyebrows, “I see. And which war is this?” 

      “The war you are waging on the star of Elendial.” 

      Leostrial stared at her with narrowed eyes. 

      She ignored him and took a breath. “Paragor is readying an army to fight you. I told them I could only hold you off for a month, and that they should come when that month was over.” 

      “Hold me off?” he repeated slowly. “How did they think you would do that?” 

      She shrugged tiredly and shook her head. 

      He smiled slowly and looked away from her. “Tell me everything you know.” 

      “It will be another two weeks before they are ready to fight. They won’t land at the harbour, but will instead sail around to the other side of the country and surprise you—crossing the whole of Lapis Matyr to get to Burmia will be what slows them down.” 

      “And they plan to besiege the city?” 

      She nodded and told him everything. She even told him what she knew about the Bright Ones, as much as it pained her. 

      “How did they work it out?” Leostrial asked her. 

      “The young Queen of Uns Lapodis.” 

      “How could she know so much about the star?” he asked. 

      “She has been there,” Satine replied. 

      “That’s impossible.” 

      “That’s what she said,” Satine said with a shrug. 

      Leostrial looked thoughtful. Then his frown deepened. 

      “It’s the princess from Cynis Witron, is it not?” he murmured. “Elixia. A child.” 

      Satine looked at his face and suddenly panic struck her. “You aren’t going to do anything to her are you?” she asked him. 

      “What do you mean?” he asked. 

      “Please, she is so young.” 

      “Why would I hurt her?” 

      Satine stared at him. “You hurt lots of people.” 

      He blinked and stared back at her. After a moment, his voice was soft. “Are they not the ones coming to attack me?” 

      “Yes, but they think there’s a need. You announced your reign with a bloody conquering, so they think you will always be violent and seek to conquer them like you did Burmia. You could let them know that you aren’t going to do that. You could spare their lives.” She was pleading with him now. “This has all occurred because you did not seek to communicate with the other countries when you arrived here. Your initial attack and the fact that you reached out to no one has isolated you from the rest of the world. If they knew, like I did, that you mean harm to no one, then they might not be trying to attack you!” 

      She saw the shadow fall across his face as she said this and dread crept into her heart. 

      “You don’t mean to hurt them, do you?” she asked him. 

      “I thought you less of a fool, Satine,” he said harshly. 

      “Why am I foolish? It seems to me that it’s quite possible you intend to hurt them.” 

      “Why?” 

      “Because I can see the hate in you!” she yelled at him and stopped. There was a silence as they both tried to process what she had said. Why was she hurting so much? 

      “There is hate in everyone,” he said softly. 

      “Yes,” she agreed. “But none so deep as in you, my lord.” Satine stared into his eyes and knew the truth of her words, as did he. But it was all too hard—this conversation, this relationship, this life—and there was something inside her, in the deep dark corners of her soul, where no light could possibly penetrate. 

      “Except,” he whispered, taking her chin in his hand and gently pulling her face up to stare into his, “in you, my dear.” 

      And there was so, so much grief in those words, in that voice, and now she knew what was inside her, and his words to be true. It was hate. Hate, bitterness, jealousy, resentment, and most of all anger. 

      Satine pulled away from his touch and dropped her head so as not to look at his eyes. There was no witty remark in her now, no dry comment that would take them away from this sorrow. A tear fell, and she watched it, as if it were her heart. Falling, falling, falling, to be shattered as it finally hit the bottom. 

      “It makes us the same,” he said and she knew that he was tormenting her, wanting to hurt her because she’d betrayed him. “You have no love inside you.” 

      “I love my child,” she whispered defiantly and he tensed. She saw his face harden and he turned away from her. “You don’t love anything the way I love him.” 

      “There is so much you have yet to understand,” he murmured. 

      “Then stop hiding. Explain it to me,” she replied. “Tell me where you came from, Leostrial. Tell me why you are here.” She paused and walked over to where he stood, his back to her. “Tell me,” she implored, “where your power comes from.” 

      Slowly he turned to face her, and his expression was blank. She thought he would refuse, but after a very long moment he began to speak in a dry, dull monotone. 

      “There are lands over the sea, very far away, wreathed in mist and darkness. I was born in those lands.” He paused and walked back to the table where he sat down. She followed him and did the same. 

      “Artemis, goddess of the hunt,” he continued, “fell in love with me when I was a young man. She offered me everything, and I wanted to take it all. But she grew tired of me. The gods always tire of mortals. They are fickle creatures.” He paused and ran a hand through his hair, stopping at the point on one of his temples where the silver shone through. “But something happens to me when I fall in love. It goes too deep, and isn’t so easily discarded. She gave me power, and hers was a power of death and of the land. But when she left, my anger grew and I became ... more than I had been before. I began to learn of power and dark magic, arts that aren’t known here in Paragor.” 

      There was a silence as she tried to take in the words. Never had she expected him to say anything like this. But it fitted. It all fitted. The pieces were falling into place. 

      “Arts,” he went on, even more softly, “which are fuelled by human emotion. Power that can grow if you know how to fuel it, if you learn to channel everything you feel. There is a language, and if you can learn to speak this language, you can wield the greatest power in the world.” 

      Satine took a breath and made herself speak. “Why did you come to Paragor?” she asked, her voice strained. 

      He shrugged. “I had heard about it once, when I was a boy. Heard that it was a paradise, a place where men were not ruled by greedy gods and jealous goddesses. I wanted to see it. I wanted it to be my own. And...” 

      he turned to look at her. “I knew that here I would be most powerful—powerful enough to exact what I have always thought was justice. What I found, when I got here, was a world ruled by the same failings and beliefs as the place from which I had come.” 

      “You did not think...” she cleared her throat quickly, “You did not think your plight was a little too personal to be changing a world with?” 

      “From that smallest of personal occurrences—the breaking of my heart—I somehow knew what had to be done,” he explained. “It began as revenge—seeking to destroy the goddess who tore my heart apart—but has become so much more. I am not the only living man that has cause to intimately understand the evil that can be inside the gods. Listen to the stories—they will tell you. Every time a mortal has ever come across a god, destruction has ensued. They are dangerous. All they do is take, and meddle for their own amusement. No one understands that I am trying to give them freedom.” Leostrial paused and looked at Satine. His frown deepened. “And if I have learnt anything in this life, it is that freedom can only be achieved through strength.” 

      She bit her lip. “There is a difference between strength and brutality, my lord.” 

      Leostrial met her eyes and her heart raced. 

      “Not in my world,” he said heavily, and in his voice there was pure and simple regret. 

      ***


      Jane had never seen men act the way they had when the Sirens sang. Fern was no exception—as soon as he heard the alluring notes float into the room, he shouted, “Jane, quickly bind my wrists with rope, as tight as you can! No matter what I do or how badly I struggle, do not untie them. Don’t ask questions, just do it now!” 

      She quickly took up some rope and tied him to the bedpost. 

      Then he began to struggle. His back arched and his body convulsed with the effort of trying to break free of the ropes. When she couldn’t bear to watch him any longer she ran up onto the deck. 

      Men leapt from the gunwale into the waves. The Amazonians fought to hold them back, knocking some unconscious. Above the Siren song, Jane heard Ria lift her voice, powerful and enchanting. The spell was beginning to break. 

      The men curled up below deck with their fingers in their ears were able to relax. Fern was unconscious, having struggled so hard that he hit his head on the bedpost. There was blood on his wrists where the ropes had cut, but he had not torn his stitches. 

      The captain was found unconscious next to the ship’s wheel and the ship’s doctor was called. The old man bent down and examined the captain, finally turning to the others. “He has been poisoned.” 

      ***


      “Who do you think did this?” Fern asked Jane the next day when they had begun to row again. 

      “I have no idea,” she replied. 

      “Often you need to follow your instincts, and not your mind,” he said gently. 

      “When have you ever had to solve a murder case?” she asked him. 

      He just shrugged and said that it was the way in most things in life. 

      “At first I thought it would have to be a woman, but there were many men who had known to stop their ears,” Jane said, staring thoughtfully at the wall. 

      Fern nodded. “I wish I could get out of bed to inspect what’s going on.” He sighed and then folded his arms across his chest. “A few things need to be done, Jane. Can you organise it?” 

      “I guess so.” 

      “Firstly, I don’t want you talking about this to anyone but Luca and Harry. Not another soul. We have to assume that everyone is a suspect.” 

      “Even Blaise? And Ria!” 

      Fern shrugged. “I hope to the gods that it isn’t so, but we can’t be too cautious. There is a killer loose aboard the ship.” 

      Jane stared at him and shivered. “Everyone’s terrified,” she murmured. “The whole ship is abuzz with talk of the murder.” 

      “Then you need to set an example to keep them all calm. The next thing you need to do is ask the doctor what kind of poison was used and how it was administered. Any clues will help us.” 

      Jane nodded. “Okay. I can do that. Anything else?” 

      Fern frowned and spread his hands wide. “We need to ponder why someone would want the captain dead.” 

      “So that we would sail into Siren territory without warning?” Jane hazarded. 

      Fern nodded. “Therefore, this person wanted the whole ship destroyed and pointed off course. They want the mission to fail.” 

      “Could Leostrial have a man aboard?” 

      He met her eyes. “Anything’s possible.” 

      Jane sighed and slumped onto the bed. “We’ve certainly gotten ourselves into a pickle here.” 

      He looked at her for a moment and then said, “You say some very strange things, Jane.” 

      “I could say the same about you,” she laughed. Then she stopped and looked at him. There was a very long silence. Jane scratched her arm and looked away from him. “Fern ... Did you mean what you said before you...?” 

      He grinned. “I was wondering when you would ask me about that. It’s nice to know you have such faith in me.” 

      “Oh, Fern, get off your high horse. Of course I’m going to ask. You might have died. Everyone likes to be dramatic in their last moments. I would understand if you wanted to take it back.” 

      Like hell she would. 

      “Jane,” he laughed, rolling his eyes. “I’m not going to take it back. But don’t let on that you care.” 

      She spread her hands wide, unable to keep the smile from her face. 

      “Truly, Jane. I would never say such a thing lightly. I want you to be mine,” he said soberly. 

      Jane clasped his hand in hers. “Okay,” she said softly, uncertainly. “But nothing can happen between us until you break up with your fiancée. And don’t think that I’m going to want to jump into marriage or anything—I’m still in high school!” 

      “Agreed,” he grinned. 

      They looked at each other for a moment, and the energy was so intense that Jane babbled, “You know I don’t really know anything about Paragor. Why don’t any of the countries speak different languages?” 

      He looked quizzically at her. “The Elves speak Elvish, because they’re a different race. The Kabduh speak their own language, but the three treaty countries and Frescana find it easier to speak the same language.” 

      “What about religion?” she asked. 

      “There was the one god—The Great One, which you know about. You saw him with the mermaid. He was the god of everything, the creator. But then he was split into tiny pieces, and each piece became a new god. These were spread over the world—each god to govern a realm. 

      “When this happened, the countries were truly divided. Each worshipped different gods, gods that best suited their culture. 

      “The Elves believe in the mother goddess. She has no name as such. The people of Uns Lapodis, Cynis Witron, and Lapis Matyr as the three treaty countries, believe in the same gods: Actaeon and Danae, the king and queen of the gods; Freyja, the love goddess born from the sea; Odin, the god of war; Artemis, goddess of the hunt; and Ares, the god of the underworld and death.” 

      “What about the other countries?” 

      “Tirana is different. The Kabduh believe in the god of war, Odin.” 

      “Frescana is different again. The Amazonian warrior women believe in the serpent. It’s a sacred animal to them—you may have noticed Fey’s knife? The other people of Frescana I know little about. They are people that rarely leave their country and are ashamed of the Amazonian warriors that share their country. The Amazonians are thought to be barbarians. It was not until King Altor of Lapis Matyr changed the law that they were allowed into other countries. The prejudice still lives though.” 

      “The history of religion on Earth is just ... impossible to explain. You’d need about a hundred degrees in order to know what you’re talking about,” Jane mused. 

      “Degrees?” 

      Jane smiled. “Pretty much something you pay for in order to prove how smart you are. My mum can’t stand the thought that I might not get one.” 

      Fern frowned. “To who is it that she wants you to prove your intelligence?” 

      Jane shrugged. “I have no idea.” 

      “What do you wish to do instead?” 

      She looked down at her hands. “I don’t know. You sound like her now—I’m only seventeen—why should I already have my whole life mapped out before me?” 

      Fern held up his hands. “I was just curious.” 

      Jane sighed. “The point is just that there are so many different religions, and they change and evolve all the time, so you need to study them properly to understand them at all.” 

      “That is strange. I’ve never heard of anyone changing the gods they believe in. The gods are immutable.” 

      “You don’t believe in The Great One anymore. Besides, how do you know they are immutable? You believe in them yes, but you can’t know if they’re really there.” 

      Fern looked puzzled. “Of course we can. They often involve themselves in the lives of mortals and have been known to take mortal lovers over the years. Besides, we do still believe in The Great One. It’s just that he was destroyed.” 

      Jane was sceptical. She had not actually believed in the gods, had thought them to be just like the ones in her world—products only of religious belief. 

      Fern saw the look of doubt still on her face. “I find your scepticism very amusing, Jane. Why do you think we’ve been trying so hard to get this book, if not to contact the gods with it? What about your dream? What about Elixia and her confession of visiting our star? Do you believe none of these things? What did you think was going to happen when we tried to use the book?” 

      Jane stared at him and couldn’t work out what to say. “Well, what do you believe in?” she asked him in order to change the subject. 

      He grinned and waved his hand through the air.  A dismissive gesture. “Ah ... it doesn’t matter what I believe in.” 

      “You never like to talk about yourself.” 

      “Of course I do,” he replied shortly. 

      Jane sighed. “Fern, something you said before ... why did The Great One split apart?” 

      Fern frowned and Jane didn’t think he was going to answer. Finally, he said, “Jane, we are not meant to speak of it. But I will tell you. 

      “A long time ago, thousands of years, there was a battle, a great battle between the one god and a creature whose name we do not speak. He has many false names but we have come to simply call him the Scourge. 

      “He came from nowhere and attacked The Great One, and so mighty was his force that he succeeded. He had created an army of killers that could not be beaten. They used to be men, but the Scourge had tortured them with cruel magic, deforming them into unnatural beings. 

      “We call them the El~ariah—you have met Kha~dim, their leader. They are the best warriors that have ever existed, and the Scourge had complete control of them. 

      “So the El~ariah fought The Great One and his army of mortal men, and won. But before the Scourge could finish the war properly, before he could decimate Paragor, there came a saviour, a protector of mankind. Her name was Amara, and she was called the child of light. She stopped the one god from being totally destroyed, so that instead he was split into many gods. Then Amara turned the El~ariah against their creator and bound them to the kings of the three cities of Paragor—the Kings of Light. It is the El~ariah’s curse that they must obey only these kings, or take their own lives. Then they helped to banish their creator, the Scourge, from Paragor so that he was no more.” Fern paused and frowned. 

      “A great sorrow occurred then,” he went on with a sigh. “After the war was over and Paragor began to salvage the remnants of its broken world, the order was given that any record, anything that spoke of The Great Battle was to be destroyed. This is how the seven works of passion were lost. Somehow there is still one left though, and we saw it in the temple.” 

      “Oh Fern,” Jane sighed. “What happened to Amara?” 

      “She dived, distressed and sorrowful, from the mountain in Cynis Witron to her death.” 

      “But why?” 

      Fern shrugged. “Most believe she created the seven works, and when they were destroyed, she was heartbroken. I don’t think that could be the only reason. The cliffs are named after her. A bright light went out the day she died. It is a sorrow that Paragor has never forgotten. She was our saviour, our hope. It is said by some that Amara will be reborn again when the Scourge comes once more. Many think this is false hope. Most pray that if this is the case, they will not be alive to see the day.” 

      “Why do they think he will come once more?” 

      Fern shrugged. “They just fear the worst.” 

      Jane listened and felt a sense of recognition. 

      “She had a beautiful name,” Jane mused. “Amara.” 

      “You have a curious name,” he said thoughtfully. 

      “Why?” she asked. “In my world it’s really boring.” 

      “It means ‘god’s victorious smile’. I just thought it was curious,” he replied with a flash of his eyes. 

      “‘God’s victorious smile’,” Jane repeated. “How do you know, if it’s not a common name?” 

      “There are ways of working it out—the way it sounds on the tongue. Yours is like the sound of a ringing bell,” he smiled. “I like it. I like it’s meaning.” 

      She smiled too. “It isn’t very interesting.” 

      “In Paragor, a name is your very soul. It is who you are, for what else could be? A name is a powerful thing. It can decide your fate, and that of those around you.” 

      Jane frowned. “Where I’m from, it’s what you do that defines you, not what you’re called.” 

      “There is a truth in that, but Jane, without names, our actions aren’t recognised,” Fern said and she shrugged. 

      “What does your name mean?” she asked. 

      “It means Fern-like,” he said with a sigh. “I don’t know how many times I’ve cursed my mother for giving me such a name. I will never amount to anything—my name will not be remembered. It has been the wish of my life to have my name remembered by men after my children are dead, but it has also been the knowledge of my life that it will not be so.” 

      Fern changed the subject before Jane could say a word. “Your friends also have particularly interesting names also. Luca means ‘light’. Anna means ‘full of grace’. And Harry is army commander. Hmm. That one is certainly specific. But they are all powerful names.” 

      There was a silence as they thought about it for a moment, then, “The mosaic was definitely of The Great Battle?” she asked. 

      “There is no doubt. It was by the same artist as the six works of passion. After The Great Battle, six artworks were made, and they were spread over Paragor. We don’t know if Amara actually created them—some believe that there was not enough time between the battle and her death, but there was a symbol on each of them, which is also on the mosaic. I think we are the first to know that there are actually seven, instead of six.” 

      “But how do you know about the works of passion if you aren’t allowed to talk about them?” she asked. “And about the war at all, for that matter?” 

      He shrugged. “The Elves do not often follow the other laws of Paragor. My mother is the only one who lived through the battle, and the only woman to have seen all six of the works of passion. She has been able to describe them to the Elves. Certainly the humans do not know so much, but the story has been told in secret ever since.” 

      Jane peered at Fern’s face. Something had just occurred to her. “How old are you?” 

      “I am twenty years old,” he replied and Jane smiled in relief. 

      “Thank God—I don’t know if I could deal with you being hundreds of years old or something.” 

      “But I am half-Elf, and so I am immortal. By that I mean I will not die of old age or sickness. Only if I’m killed.” He seemed to know what it would do to her—she could hear it in his tone. Jane turned away to the small circular window of the ship. The thought had not even occurred to her before now. How could she have overlooked it? 

      “You will live long past my death, and I will be forgotten,” she said quietly. Hearts, she realised, are too fragile. 

      “I have thought about this, Jane, every day since I met you, and I have come to realise something. When you die, sweetheart, I shall die with you.” 

      “Fern, no! You cannot,” she said, meaning it more than she had ever meant anything, but he only smiled and shrugged. “How could you think I would want to hear something like that? Now I will think of nothing else, and the guilt—” She shook her head. 

      “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “That last thing I want is to make you feel bad. It’s just that ... I’m too far gone, fallen too hard for you.” 

      “Oh, Fern,” she said, closing her eyes. Without speaking, she stood and checked his wrists and his side wound, then changed the bandages carefully. Her fingers brushed his pulse and she trembled. He reached up and brushed a strand of hair off her forehead. 

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t worry you,” he murmured. His hand slipped down to her wrist and encircled it gently. He pulled on it slightly, drawing her a little bit closer to where he lay. She drew back, but allowed him to keep hold of her hand. 

      He pulled her forward again and this time she let him and sat down on the bed next to him. He sat up a bit so that he was closer to her and reached over to push her hair behind her ear. She turned to look at him. 

      “Why can’t it be easier?” she asked softly. 

      He shrugged and smiled gently. “Then it wouldn’t be as much fun,” he murmured and she gave a breathless laugh. 

      “Cheer up, lady,” he said, leaning up to kiss her on the forehead. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” 

      “I’ll get old, and wrinkled, and tired, and I’ll change, while you’ll stay young and beautiful,” she sighed. 

      “I’ve never been beautiful.” 

      To which she burst out laughing. “Get real!” 

      “Jane,” he smiled. “Just don’t think about it.” 

      She spoke reluctantly. “I’d better see if the others need some help.” 

      He nodded. She stood up and he let go of her wrist. She walked to the door. 

      “It’s really okay, Jane,” Fern said reassuringly. 

      But she just made her way down to the galleys. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 30

      Anna saw Locktar again. The beast haunted her dreams. When she had peered into the basin of water for a third time, a black winged creature stared back with red eyes. Locktar became all she could think of. Though she was terrified, part of her was growing used to the wival. 

      Anna reeled back from the basin. She must have lost consciousness for a moment, because she opened her eyes to realise that she was being carried. 

      Tomasso put her down on a bed and she felt her vision slowly return and the nausea subside a little. She sat up and tried to stand. 

      “You must rest,” Tomasso said. 

      Anna tried to ignore him but ended up sinking back onto the bed. 

      “I’ll just catch my breath and be on my way,” she muttered, looking around and realising that she must be in his chamber. 

      “How long have you been unwell?” he asked. 

      “It’s nothing. I’m sure it will pass by the time we have to sail.” 

      He peered at her, his expression guarded. “If you say so.” 

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

      He shrugged. “You’re clearly lying.” 

      She glared at him a moment, then stared down at her hands. “Fine. Whatever. It’s not a big deal.” 

      “Are you ... Is it ... killing you?” It was the first time she’d ever heard even the slightest of intonations in his voice to suggest emotion of some kind. 

      She nodded. 

      “How long do they predict?” 

      “A year ago they said I had a few months. So who the hell knows.” 

      He leant against the wooden chest of drawers and folded his arms across his chest. “Well.” 

      “Well what?” she snapped. “Are you going to be even stranger around me now you know I’m dying?” 

      Tomasso didn’t reply, he just looked at her. He was so weird! Why was everything so damn intense with him? He furrowed his brow dramatically. Anna sighed and looked away. She wished she wasn’t in his room, and wondered what Vezzet would think about this. 

      Her head was hurting. If not for that, she would be on her feet and out the door. 

      “You know,” she murmured distractedly, not even sure why she was speaking, “The worst thing about any of it is the fact that I’m here. What if I die here, and my mum never sees me again? If I’m just gone, disappear into thin air, and I never even said goodbye...” Anna felt a sudden, hot prickling behind her eyes. “And what if I never see her again? Or any of them? My dad, my sister, all my other friends—there are so many people we all left behind. We didn’t even think about what we were doing.” 

      Tomasso looked down at the ground and shrugged. Anna’s hands fidgeted in her lap and she ignored the steady throbbing of her head. 

      “Sorry,” she muttered. “I got a bit carried away. I think I’m fine now. Thanks for helping me.” 

      “Are you scared of being forgotten?” he asked suddenly. 

      She looked over at him. “I guess. But you know, if I had the choice, I’d probably rather they all forgot me now.” 

      “No one’s that selfless.” 

      She thought about that for a while, leaning back on the bed. “Probably not,” she agreed. “I’m sure I’ll be a blubbering mess when it happens, and won’t be able to bear them leaving my side.” She threw him a careless smile. He did not return it. 

      “Bye,” she muttered and closed the door behind her. 

      As the days passed, Anna spent much of her time learning to handle a weapon, and the basics of swordplay. A man called Rome, an expert swordsman, had agreed to show the Bright Ones as much as possible in the short time they had left. 

      On the day of the tournament, the same day the travellers returned, Vezzet burst into Anna’s room. She was in the middle of lacing up her riding boots, having agreed to meet Elixia at the stables. 

      He paced around the room, groaning and rubbing his face. 

      “It’s Tomasso ... how can I say this?” 

      “Say what?” 

      “A traitor! I saw him with a letter—he carried it himself. And I looked at it and it said things to Leostrial and I saw that he had written it and he gave it to him—” 

      “Vezzet stop!” she ordered him, trying to make sense of his raving words. “Slow down and tell me properly.” 

      “I found a letter in Tomasso’s cloak pocket. It had no address on it, and I know I shouldn’t have, but I looked at it. It wasn’t sealed, so I opened it—he means to betray us to Leostrial and kill Accolon. He’s a traitor.” 

      Anna sat heavily down on the bed. “Are you sure?” 

      “Of course I’m sure!” he hissed. 

      “Okay, okay. Where is he now?” 

      “I don’t know. I don’t know. I just saw him leave to deliver the letter—he could be anywhere!” Vezzet said, running a hand through his hair. 

      Anna turned to leave. “I have to go, Vezzet. But I won’t be gone long, and when I get back we can talk to Accolon together and tell him what you know.” 

      “What? Where are you going?” he asked. 

      “I promised Elixia I’d go for a ride with her.” 

      “Surely this is more important?” 

      “Not before the king is even awake it isn’t. When I get back,” she said firmly. Then she walked past him and out the door, pausing only briefly to touch him on the shoulder. 

      ***


      Anna apologised to Elixia and they rode out the gates not long after. Anna’s riding had improved, but she was nowhere near as good as the queen, who had been riding every day of her life. 

      They came to a shadowy glade in a clearing and slowed the horses to a walk. 

      “You seem distracted. Is everything all right?” Elixia asked. 

      “I’m sorry, Elixia. I must be slowing you down. Please go on without me,” she said breathlessly. 

      “I could not leave you to fend for yourself, could I?” 

      “Probably best not to,” Anna agreed. 

      “Although we should probably turn back. I get in enough trouble from Columba for riding, let alone on the day of the tournament.” 

      “You don’t like Columba?” Anna asked, turning her horse. She remembered well the bad feeling she got every time Columba entered a room. 

      Elixia looked at her sharply. “You don’t like her?” 

      “I don’t know. Forgive me for saying so, but she gives me the creeps. Every time she comes near me...” Anna paused and shook her head, trying to think back. “After Satine’s burning, I could never put my finger on it, but I always felt there was something wrong with the way she acted—I always felt like I was missing something.” 

      Elixia looked at her a moment. “Can I trust you, Anna?” 

      “Of course.” 

      “Columba is a traitor. She plans to kill Accolon today at the tournament.” 

      “How do you know?” 

      “I overheard her say so.” 

      “Okay ... So how are we going to get proof?” Anna asked. This confirmed exactly what she had been thinking all along. But how did it fit in with Tomasso being a traitor? Anna sighed in relief as she realised what must have happened. Vezzet had somehow confused the traitor to be Tomasso when it was really Columba. 

      “Well, I don’t know. Will you help me?” 

      “Of course, I will,” Anna replied. “We have to get to work right away. What exactly did you hear her say?” 

      “She spoke of how she was going to kill Accolon today in the tournament and make it look like an accident.” 

      “Elixia, Accolon trusts you,” Anna said. “He listens to you. We must tell him.” 

      “He will never believe us over his own mother!” Elixia exclaimed. “We must find proof.” 

      “There will be no proof! Columba is too clever for that. We have to tell Accolon and make him believe us no matter what.” 

      Elixia agreed reluctantly, and they turned their horses and set off for the castle. 

      But they did not get far before Anna pulled up her horse suddenly. Something had caught her eye. Something shiny in the grass. Anna dismounted and bent over the object. 

      In the grass lay a white claw, almost as big as her hand. It was bone, and the end was sharpened to a deadly point. 

      Anna felt a chill prickle her skin as she looked at it. She struggled to pull a deep breath into her lungs. 

      Anna held it in her hand for a moment then quickly slid it into the pocket of her trews so that it was not touching her skin, and climbed back onto her horse. 

      “What was that?” Elixia called to her. 

      “Nothing, the horse just had a stone in her shoe.” Anna answered, not knowing why she was lying. 

      They arrived back at the city a short time later. Anna and Elixia rode through the streets decorated with carnival colours and filled with crowds gathering already, waiting for the action to start. Columba was waiting for them at the castle, but as soon as she opened her mouth, Elixia held up a hand and walked straight past her without saying a word. Columba watched them leave, her mouth agape with fury. 

      “We need to talk to you, Accolon,” Anna said as they entered the king’s chamber. He was being fitted into his armour, which clanked and creaked over his chest, and motioned for his servants to leave the room. 

      “What is the problem, that you should come into my chamber while I am being dressed?” His tone was light. 

      “Sorry, there’s something important going on.” 

      “Yes?” 

      Anna gestured to Elixia. “There is a traitor who is planning to kill you today during the tournament.” 

      Accolon’s expression didn’t change. “Who do you think it is?” he asked. 

      Elixia hesitated. “Your mother.” 

      He stared at the floor for a long time. 

      “I heard her speaking to someone in her chamber, she spoke of killing you, hiring an assassin named Blaise. Her loyalty is to someone else. She did not actually say Leostrial’s name, but I can only assume that was whom she was speaking of.” Elixia paused for a moment, and then said, “I also heard her speak of how she had stopped Satine from burning at the stake, only to send her back to her death. I’m sorry.” 

      Accolon’s eyes burned. 

      “Accolon! You cannot continue with the tournament!” Elixia exclaimed. 

      “I must.” 

      Anna spoke. “Accolon, I think I know who Columba was speaking to.” 

      Accolon motioned for her to go on. 

      “This morning, I was talking with Vezzet and he told me that Tomasso is a traitor. He’d read a letter Tomasso had written to Leostrial, outlining the plan to have you killed during the tournament.” 

      “He has been privy to every conversation in the entire castle. He knows everything! If he’s a traitor then we are done for.” Accolon exclaimed. 

      “Have Rome sent to my room,” he said with a stony expression. They left him and sent a servant to find Rome. He hurried up to Accolon’s room and Elixia and Anna were left alone in the entrance hall. 

      “What are we going to do?” Elixia asked. 

      “I think we must leave it to Accolon. He’ll do what he has to,” Anna replied. Just then a man ran into the entrance hall and bowed in front of Elixia. 

      “Rise. What is it?” she asked. 

      “My lady. A letter has come from Lapis Matyr, and the ship has arrived back from Guanu.” 

      Elixia’s eyes lit up and she raced outside calling over her shoulder, “Take the note to the king. Come on, Anna!” 

      ***


      Their horses raced along the cobbled streets and down to the pier. The ship had only just docked, but Anna and Elixia didn’t have to wait long until the travellers were ashore. 

      They were greeted with great happiness. Jane hugged Anna. 

      “Anna, thank God! Are you all right?” 

      “Of course I’m all right! Why wouldn’t I be? You were the ones off on a deadly expedition!” 

      Elixia watched Fern being carried off the ship by Blaise and Luca. 

      “What has happened?” Elixia asked frantically, kissing her brother on the cheek. 

      “I’m fine,” he replied. “I just got a bit of a bruising from some Phaeries.” 

      “Goodness, look at you!” Elixia chided. “Come inside quickly, I’ll have Samshon see to you.” They climbed into litters and were carried up the hill to the castle. Jane carried the book in her hands. 

      “What’s going on here?” Jane asked as she looked out at the busy streets full of excited people. 

      “Today is the tournament.” 

      “But we’re about to go to war!” she exclaimed. 

      “Don’t ask,” Anna said. 

      ***


      They entered the castle and sat down in the dining hall around the table. A bed was brought in for Fern, as he was ordered by Samshon to remain lying down. Accolon entered in his armour and sat down at the head of the table. 

      “Where is the book?” Accolon asked. 

      “Warm welcome,” Fern muttered under his breath. 

      Jane placed it on the table and they all leaned in to get a better look. 

      “Good. There has been a change of plans. I just received a note from Satine. We have seven days before we must set sail. I have sent word of our plans to each of the other countries. Now. Let us look at the book.” 

      “You can’t open it. There’s a seal locking it shut,” Jane said. 

      “It cannot be opened by anyone other than a necromancer,” Elixia said quietly. 

      “What’s a necromancer?” Anna asked. 

      “A person who walks in the land of the dead, and can bring people back from it,” Fern said. “There are none left in Paragor.” 

      “They were all killed some thousand years ago, because they were evil,” Accolon said with a sigh. 

      There was a long silence. 

      “You’re wrong, actually,” Elixia said quietly, and all eyes turned to her. “Not all necromancers died. There is one left.” 

      “Who is it?” Harry asked loudly, his voice breaking slightly in excitement. Elixia shut her eyes and rubbed them with her fingers for a moment. When she looked up again, her face was dark. “I am the last necromancer.” 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 31

      Though it had only taken a few days, it seemed like the journey back to Amalia had gone on forever. “So what now?” Luca asked, sitting down on the window seat in Jane’s room before she’d even had a chance to wake properly. 

      “What do you mean ‘what now’?” she asked grumpily, rubbing her eyes. 

      “Well, you seem deliriously happy that Fern is alive, which we all are, and should be. I just wonder, Jane, what happens the next time something happens to make him disappear from your life? Like the fact that he’s promised to marry someone else. Does that bother you at all?” 

      “What?” She stared at him. 

      “Why can’t you see what’s really going on?” Luca pressed. His voice was rough and there were dark hollows under his eyes. “You know it can’t work. You’re from different worlds, on top of everything else.” 

      “Why are you saying this?” 

      “That time on the beach ... I never, ever want to see you broken like that. It’s not like you, Jane. You’ve always been so strong. And yet I held you in my arms and listened to you cry. Forgive me for wanting to get you the hell away from something that can crush you like that.” 

      Jane didn’t know how to respond. “He was dead,” she whispered finally. “That’s the worst thing that would ever happen.” 

      “So you think now, Jane. You have to admit, the man has a lifestyle and an attitude that will keep you on the edge—” 

      “How dare you.” Jane couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You have no idea what I’ve been going through! Why don’t you just mind your own business?” 

      Luca nodded and stood up. “Okay. I’m sorry. I won’t bring it up again. But I’ll be here for you, whatever happens.” 

      She looked at her hands where they lay in her lap. Without looking up, she murmured, “And I’ll do the same for you.” 

      ***


      Jane sat quietly and listened to the commotion around her. Everyone was arguing and trying to speak over one another. Some were upset to discover that Elixia was a necromancer, but Jane was glad, and didn’t understand why it should be any other way. She waited for a moment then stood up. Everyone fell silent and looked at her. 

      “We don’t have time for this,” she said. “I don’t know why you are all so upset. It’s pretty clear Elixia isn’t evil.” Jane gestured to the queen. “She might be what saves us. We have to open the book. Elixia, help us understand what’s actually going on here.” 

      “It was my mother,” Elixia replied softly. 

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Fern asked. 

      “I’m sorry, Fern, but I don’t think now is the time for that,” Elixia replied softly. 

      Jane slid the book along the table to Elixia. “Maybe you should just open the book.” 

      Elixia looked at it for a long moment. It was very large, and extremely heavy, bound in black leather, its pages yellow and tattered at the edges. She looked back up at them. 

      “You’ll have to be quiet for a minute so I can concentrate.” 

      The silence around the table deepened. 

      Elixia fell still for a moment, and then her head slumped onto her chest and her eyes rolled back in their sockets. Suddenly she lifted her head again and stared sightlessly ahead. She raised a hand and placed it on the book, her eyes showing only white. Then, very slowly, her lips moving silently, she opened the book. She sat there a moment longer, rigidly still, and then her eyes shut and her body relaxed. When she finally opened her eyes she looked normal once more. 

      “Thank the gods,” Fern sighed. 

      “The book’s open,” she said, her voice calm. 

      “Are you all right?” Fern asked. 

      “I’m going to read from the book and call the gods. It will take me a few hours. Leave me and go to the tournament.” 

      It took some persuading to get Fern to leave his sister, but eventually he did, and they all made their way to the stadium. Still exhausted from the journey, none of them had elected to enter the tournament. They took seats in the shade of the royal pavillion and sat back to watch. 

      The tournament was an entertaining diversion. As she watched the endless series of mock battles and fights, Jane couldn’t help thinking about how life on Paragor was based completely around war. The final battle, though, was something entirely different. 

      It was custom for the winner of the previous year’s tournament to fight a band of men who had been sentenced to death. It was a chance for them to fight for their lives. Accolon had won the games for the past four years, and he was determined to follow the custom. 

      There were six prisoners—armed with wooden swords and shields and running barefoot on the hot sand. The king was allowed his horse and any weapon of his choice. Accolon had chosen a long straight sword. He wore his laurel wreath crown; Jane thought he looked exactly like a Roman king from her world might. 

      If he could, the king would kill all six competitors. According to common banter, he would. He was one of the best fighters in Paragor, it was said. 

      Jane sat up in her seat when she realised what was going on. 

      “Are you serious?” she asked Fern, who was seated awkwardly next to her, his wounds still causing discomfort. “He’s just going to kill them?” 

      “The prisoners have already been sentenced to death,” he said. “At least now they have a fighting chance.” 

      She shook her head. “This is horrifying. Everyone just watches this for sport?” 

      Fern reached out a laid a hand gently on her shoulder. In a heavy voice he murmured, “It’s a harsh world. The people are used to violence.” 

      Jane closed her eyes. “I can’t watch.” 

      Just the idea was bad enough, but as soon as the fight started, they all knew that something was about to go terribly wrong. 

      ***


      Terret was shivering with fear and a sick kind of anticipation. The gates were about to open for him to run out onto the hot red sands of the stadium. He was decked out in the tattered rags they had given him for the stocks. It was, in fact, a rather pathetic way to die—to be caught for sneaking into a nobleman’s house and trying to steal his riches. He was too young for execution, or even to compete, but he was being offered a deal. Fight—involve himself in the spectacle because there was no one else—and the king would spare him his life. He would be the first competitor not to die in many years. 

      He was just fourteen. His mother had wept when they told her that he had been chosen to play against the king himself. He could remember the taste of her salty tears and the feel of them on his cheek as she hugged him, one last time. 

      He could not figure out why this particular memory was locked in his mind at that very point. It was quite a silly thing to think about—not something a warrior would dwell on in the face of battle. 

      No, he was not a real competitor. He was just there to make up numbers. But there was no reason he could not try to fight. 

      Standing next to him was an older man who looked as though he was hard and ready for battle. An ugly scar ran from one side of his face to the other. Terret leant over to him and asked, “Do they go away? The nerves, I mean.” 

      The man looked down at him with scorn. “You won’t be here long enough for them to go away.” Then he moved a step away and looked at Terret as though he were a bug in need of squashing. 

      Just then the gates swung open and the small dark room was bathed in blinding light. 

      The six prisoners ran out into the stadium and looked around at the screaming crowd. Terret had never seen anything like it, and fear engulfed him. 

      The crowd were watching, waiting for him to do something. It was all about Terret for that short moment. 

      And then the king came out and it was no longer about Terret at all. 

      The six prisoners bowed and waited for his wave of approval. 

      The final game started and Terret narrowed his eyes in concentration. Holding his sword in front of him, he stood on the outside of the fight for a moment, watching each fighter in turn to see how he moved. You had to understand your allies as well as your enemies. Someone had told him that once. 

      The man he had spoken to in the holding room was doing the same as Terret, circling the play and watching eagerly. The four other men were competent enough, but they weren’t fighting as a team. One of them was obviously a weak fighter and was already in danger of being killed. 

      The weak man had his back turned to the king and was bending to pick up his fallen sword. Accolon saw him and turned his horse. The man turned around too late, and his life would have been forfeit had Terret not shoved him out of the way and parried the sword blow with his own measly chunk of wood. The king’s sword sliced straight through Terret’s own, and the top half of it flung away into the air. The young boy froze for a moment as he realised what had happened, and then he threw the other half of it up at Accolon’s head. The king moved his head slightly and watched as the sword flew straight past him. 

      The other man was looking at him gratefully, so Terret called out, “Fall back!” 

      The men looked at him in surprise until he yelled, “We have a better chance if we work together. Fall back!” 

      But they didn’t listen, not yet. Terret had to swing his shield hard at the king and dodge a return blow before they realised that he could fight. He was a tanner’s son, forced to steal in order to eat. He had practised with his friends, had dreamed he might compete in the tournament, had been told he was quick, but this was ... so much more. 

      The king pulled his horse to a halt and watched as Terret gave out his orders. 

      “Form a tight circle, face your shields outwards. Don’t split up. He will charge at us, but if we move together and use our shields he will have a much harder time getting us down.” He had no more time though, because Accolon had begun his charge. 

      One of the men obviously thought that Terret was a fool, for he had run from the circle and was facing the king alone. His head was severed with one blow, and Accolon didn’t even falter in his charge. Terret tried to swallow the bile that had risen in his throat. 

      Terret looked up at the last minute directly into the king’s eyes, right before he rode into their circle. Terret had thought his plan a good one, but was proven wrong in seconds. The king laid two men flat on the ground. How had he thought he could beat this man? 

      There were now only three of them left and they were scattered around the stadium. Scar man and another short stocky man both looked at him with disappointment. Accolon was in the middle rearing his horse and looking at each of them in turn. He then charged off in the direction of the short man. 

      It was then that Terret noticed something very wrong. A glint of steel reflected by the sun. The king was the only one allowed steel, and he was at the other side of the ring. Terret looked at the scar man standing opposite him. He could see the tiny piece of metal still glinting in his hand. 

      Scar man started running towards the king, so Terret broke into a sprint himself. He saw the man lunge, and all Terret could think to do was to stop that knife. So he dived forward, taking the blade in his shoulder. 

      The two thieves lay sprawled on the ground together. The king turned from knocking the other man flat to look at the mess of blood. He took the situation in at a glance and slid his sword into scar man’s heart. 

      Terret saw it from a long way off. There was blood all over him that reminded him of his mother’s salty tears on his cheek. 

      Terret would never be sure how the king knew what to do next. Accolon rode his horse quickly to the centre of the ring and jumped off. He leant to the ground and picked up a bow and one arrow that had been hidden under the sand. 

      Then three things happened at once. Three arrows were shot. 

      Accolon shot his single arrow high up into the crowd and watched it land in the chest of a man. Then, to the king’s obvious shock, another arrow landed in the ground at his feet, fired from a completely different spot in the stadium. One more arrow was let loose amongst the crowd of now panicked onlookers, but Terret had no idea who had shot it, or who had been shot, so dazed was he by his wound. 

      ***


      He was known for his stealth and his secrecy, and that was why he died. He was an assassin, a good one, but he had had nothing to do with the assassination attempt. And yet, Blaise lay on the ground with an arrow deep in his chest. 

      He could not hold his thoughts in place. Fern bent over him with an expression of such calm that it brought peace to him before he died. 

      “My prince, my cousin,” Blaise whispered, “I left the Elf country and my true life as an Elf prince, for I believed in something. I tried to make you understand.” He stopped, trying to suck air into his lungs. He knew Fern would have heard the story, but he needed to speak it out loud. “My wife and my baby girl were attacked by sabre-tooths, but because they were in human territory, Liensenn refused to send aid. So riddled with bitterness over King Cornelius was she that my family were killed. I left my throne empty and despite everything, this was the wrong thing to do. I betrayed you all—and I dearly wish for forgiveness. But there is one thing I truly need you to understand.” 

      “What is it, cousin?” 

      “Please, I need you to understand why I left—there must be an alliance between Elves and humans. We will not survive if there isn’t. There will only be more bloodshed, more mistakes. You must...” 

      Fern leant down and placed a tender kiss on Blaise’s brow, and then looking deep into his eyes, the prince said, “I understand. I will do everything in my power to make it so. You have never needed to be forgiven. Go in peace, Balyseren, lost prince of the Elves.” 

      And, having heard his prince offer love to his true name, Blaise left the land of the living, knowing there was beauty and pleasure in the world, and that finally, at this last, he could be with his wife and daughter again. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 32

      “No!” The cry was torn from her lips before Jane could stop it and she rushed towards Blaise. Fern was there before her, and crouched at Blaise’s side. The stadium was in confusion, but all Jane could see was the endless blood seeping out of his chest; it pooled on the ground around them. 

      “What’s going on?” she yelled over the hundreds of screaming people. Everyone was trying desperately to scramble towards the exits. No one heard. 

      Jane stared at Blaise’s lifeless body. She was frozen still, unable to move. Fern put his arms around her, and Jane saw tears in his eyes. 

      Accolon had come into the stands and was standing over the body of the other man with an arrow in his chest. 

      “What is going on, Accolon? Why is Blaise dead? And who is that?” Jane asked as they reached the body. Accolon ordered everybody to keep away from the body, but not to leave the stadium—the gates were blocked by soldiers. 

      “There has been an attempt on my life,” he said gesturing to the dead competitor on the sand. The younger boy had been carried away. 

      “After the first attempt failed, I assumed there would be another,” Accolon went on. “I buried an arrow in the sand just before the last game, and fired it at Blaise. I thought he was the assassin.” He paused to look down at the body of the young man in front of him. “I was wrong. This was the man that tried to kill me. His arrow missed me, landing in the sand at my feet instead. 

      “If it had been Blaise doing the job, I would probably be dead,” Accolon said quietly. 

      “So ... Blaise is dead because you made a mistake?” Jane stammered 

      Accolon looked regretful, but he said, “He was destined to die—he assassinated Gaddemar, my father.” Perhaps the order in which he said that was important, but it was lost on them in that moment. 

      “There were two arrows in your father’s chest when he was assassinated,” Fern said quietly. 

      Accolon looked him straight in the eye and said, “What would you have me do, prince? I have a land to rule. You will one day too. Paid assassins must be executed.” 

      “When I am king, I will not allow needless killing.” 

      Accolon said, “You may find making decisions as king will not be as simple as you think. I am sorry you lost someone dear to you, but we have no time to grieve. We must put our minds to what is ahead, or we will lose more than one.” He let his eyes sweep briefly to Jane. Fern saw his gaze and nodded his head. 

      “Now will you help me find who did this?” Accolon asked, gesturing to the unknown body below them. 

      “Of course,” Fern said. 

      No sooner had he spoken than another voice rang out. 

      “I shot the arrow and killed this man.” 

      “Emperor Liam!” Accolon exclaimed in surprise, as both he and Fern bowed to the warlord. 

      “I saw him aim his arrow at you and thought I might try to stop him. Unfortunately, my clumsy hands were too slow to let loose my arrow in time. It was good fortune that he missed,” Liam said. 

      “Where were you sitting?” Accolon asked. 

      “In the second stand,” he replied. 

      “An impossible shot,” Fern muttered. 

      “We must go back to the castle and speak of how and why you are here,” Accolon said and turned to leave. 

      “Wait!” Jane cried. “There are three men dead—you cannot leave them here.” 

      “Burying men is a mark of honour. These three were men who killed others for a living, no matter the reason. Do you think that deserves honour?” Accolon asked her and his resolve was strong against her anger. 

      “But...” Jane stared at them, her voice failing her. She looked down at Blaise, his skin already pale and clammy like wax. 

      “They will be buried properly,” Fern said softly, his tone forbidding argument. “They were men of this kingdom. We should be setting our sights to finding who ordered this assassination. Clearly, it was meant to be foolproof, as there were two assassins employed to do the one job.” 

      “I already know who ordered this,” Accolon said quietly. He turned and walked away before any of them could ask. 

      Jane, Fern and Liam followed the king out of the stadium. A litter carried them up the cobbled streets to the castle where they found Accolon hunched in a deep chair in the entrance hall. The two chancellors entered and Accolon silently motioned for them to sit by him. Fern and Liam also sat down, but Jane chose to stand and wait for an answer. Accolon looked up at her and sighed. But he didn’t speak. 

      “Why aren’t you doing something?” she asked desperately. 

      “I need time to think,” he replied. 

      “What is to think about? Arrest whoever is responsible!” she said. 

      “The penalty for treason is execution,” he said quietly. 

      Jane shook her head and rubbed her eyes. 

      “I must do it,” Accolon said, looking at the floor. 

      “Then why aren’t you?” Jane asked exasperated. 

      He looked up then, and stared straight into her eyes. “Because the traitor is my mother.” 

      Silence reigned in the huge hall. Vezzet moved uncomfortably in his seat. 

      “I’m sorry—I did not realise,” she whispered, a hand to her mouth. “Why would she want to have her own son killed?” 

      “She is in league with Leostrial.” 

      Then he stood and addressed the guards at the door. “Arrest Columba for her treason. Prepare for the execution outside the city. The people need know nothing except that the traitor is caught. I shall be the only one to witness it.” He paused and then said, “Although maybe I do not deserve to be spared the shame.” 

      Liam shook his head. “Accolon, you must know that none of us will blame you. Your mother made this terrible choice; nothing you could have done would have prevented it.” 

      “Then she was the one responsible for poisoning our ship captain!” Jane exclaimed. 

      Fern nodded. “It’s most likely.” 

      Tomasso and Vezzet stood to leave. Accolon raised a hand. “Oh no, my friend,” he whispered. “I have not even started with you.” 

      The two men turned around slowly, neither one sure whom the king was addressing. 

      More El~ariah guards had silently moved to stand in front of the door. Accolon turned back to the others in the room. “Columba did not act alone when she betrayed us.” A strange grin came upon the king’s face. “Our second traitor is none other than our head chancellor, Tomasso.” 

      The colour drained from Tomasso’s face. His expression did not change, but he was so white he looked as though he might collapse. “These are lies, my lord.” 

      “Your assistant has proof that you are in contact with Leostrial. You shall be beheaded on the morrow,” said Accolon flatly. 

      ***


      Jane warmed herself in front of the fire, watching as the flames burned and crackled. A cool breeze drifted in from the open window and blew the hair off her face. Moving from the fire, she stood in front of the window and stared at the two moons; one pale blue, the other a red-orange colour. A peace moon and a war moon. 

      Her door opened and she turned to see Fern enter. Jane turned back to the window. 

      “Is she dead yet?” Jane asked without looking up. 

      “Tomorrow,” he spoke quietly. 

      After a long silence, she asked, “Why does the red moon not shine more brightly than the blue? We’re about to go to war.” 

      “They are only symbolic. They are too far away to take notice of our dealings.” He paused and then murmured sadly, “It may yet be all right, Jane.” 

      “What are their names?” she whispered, and started to cry. Jane wept for Blaise, and for the others who had died that day. She wept for the boy who had tried to save his king, and she wept for those who had died in the battle in the valley. She wept for her family, for Elixia, and the burden that she would have to carry, and for Satine who was all alone in a dangerous place. She wept for Mia and Jack, still lost. She wept for the weight of her task, but most of all she wept because she did not know the names of the two moons in the sky. 

      ***


      Fern saw the tears, and he moved forward to wrap his arms around Jane and whispered the names of the two moons into her hair. “Lindel and Jael.” 

      Her brown eyes were huge, and looked golden in the candlelight. Somehow, he thought, she looked more beautiful than she ever had, a sad, sorrowful beauty that almost hurt him to look upon. 

      “I’ve made your shirt all wet” Jane sniffed. 

      “It will dry. Are you all right?” 

      “I don’t know.” 

      “I love you.” 

      She looked up at him again then. “Does that matter now? Will it save everybody?” 

      “Maybe not,” he replied slowly, “but it can save us.” 

      “And why do we deserve to be saved?” she asked. 

      “Some are more fortunate than others. Some people never find love. Some die and some live. We must not give up yet, Jane.” 

      “I don’t know what to do,” she whispered. “I have no idea.” Jane’s voice was raw and Fern hugged her close so she wouldn’t see his face darken. 

      He knew what she meant. But there was more. Someone had died that day. Kin of his, and blood calls for blood. 

      Blood calls for blood. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 33

      Satine pressed herself against the horse’s neck and urged it over the barren land of her country. It didn’t take her long to reach the small town of Marat. She was a stranger to the town, so she walked her horse slowly through the main street several times. Lining it were taverns and shops, and further back from the street were houses. It was quiet. A man came out of a shop doorway, saw her, and collapsed onto the ground in obeisance. 

      “You may rise,” she said kindly and the man did so slowly. “Where might I find Sulla?” she asked. 

      The man pointed west and said, “She is at the far side of the town—a large house with a red roof and much land—you will see it from the road.” He bowed again and Satine waved to him as she rode off. She reached the edge of the town and started on the rougher road, the large farmhouse in the distance. 

      It was not at all what she had been expecting. She had thought that Sulla might be the only one at the farmhouse, and maybe the child too. But as she drew nearer, she could see about twenty young boys running around the paddock. Satine slowed her horse and as she entered the grounds of the house and passed the gate, the boys stopped and stared wide-eyed at the stranger. They looked to be between five and ten years old, and Satine couldn’t help but wonder if her own son was amongst them. Her stomach clenched with nerves. 

      Satine dismounted and tethered her horse. She knocked on the door and was greeted by a tall woman with long blonde hair and eyes of bright blue. An Amazon. The woman looked at her suspiciously. 

      “I am Satine,” she said, and the woman’s eyes warmed a little. 

      “Highness,” she said respectfully. “I am Marna. You are here to speak with Sulla?” 

      “I am,” Satine said and let herself be led into the large house, through several rooms before coming to a vast decking at the back that overlooked the playing children. An older woman was sitting in a chair next to the table, watching the boys calmly. She looked up at Satine as Marna showed her to another seat. 

      “Greetings, Satine,” Sulla said. 

      Satine sat down and waited for Marna to leave before replying. 

      “Greetings.” 

      “You are here for the boy?” the old woman asked. Her face was lined with wrinkles, but the eyes were cool and intelligent. 

      “Yes,” Satine replied. “My mother said I would find him here. Is that true?” 

      Sulla nodded. “You would like to see him?” 

      “Yes. And I would like to take him home.” 

      “We want only what is best for the child,” the older woman replied. 

      Satine frowned. “I understand. You have no need to fear that I will harm him, or not love him.” 

      Sulla only shrugged. 

      “What is this place?” Satine asked, watching the boys cartwheel and kick a ball crazily. 

      “It is a home for orphaned boys.” 

      Satine bit her lip, suddenly feeling the urge to cry. “My son is not an orphan,” she said softly. “I would have raised him myself, but ... my mother...” 

      “She has come to visit Altor every year since he was brought here,” Sulla said. 

      “Altor? That’s his name?” Satine asked, a catch to her voice. 

      “Liessen named him Altor. She said you would have liked that.” 

      “I do,” she whispered. “I do like it. Altor is perfect.” 

      One of the boys fell and cried out, but then jumped up and continued to run. 

      “Can I see him?” Satine asked. 

      “Come with me,” Sulla rose and threw a formidable glance at the boys who looked at her and grinned at each other at the prospect of unsupervised fun. Satine followed her back inside and down another hallway. She stopped in front of a door and turned to the princess. 

      “He is training at the moment—Altor has shown a very great interest in combat of all kinds since he has been old enough to walk, talk, and hold a sword.” 

      “He is only seven years old!” 

      The woman nodded. “His interest has turned to talent.” 

      They entered the room. It was the largest room in the house, covered in soft mattresses and filled with training equipment. Then she saw Altor at the far end and felt her eyes grow hot. He was beautiful. More beautiful than she could ever have imagined. 

      He swung a sword from hand to hand, twirling it through the air. He turned as the door opened and saw the women—one he had spent his life with, and the other, who was tall and young, and crying. 

      Satine stared at the boy, who seemed to realise that something was wrong, for he had stopped playing with the sword and stared back at her. He had milky skin like her own, and a shock of black hair that matched his sooty eyes and dark eyelashes. 

      “Hello,” she said, wiping away her tears and walking over to him. He nodded in greeting and looked at Sulla for direction. 

      “Altor, this is Satine,” she said and Altor nodded again. 

      “How are you?” Satine asked. 

      “Well, thank you,” the boy replied. “And you?” 

      “I’m very glad to finally meet you, Altor,” she said. 

      He frowned. “Have you been waiting?” he asked. 

      “Ever since you were born.” 

      “Who are you?” Altor asked. 

      “I’m...” Satine took a deep breath. “I’m your mother,” she said gently. And watched as his eyes widened and he took half a step forward before stopping. 

      There was a long moment as she held her breath, waiting for him to say something. “Why didn’t you come before now?” he asked, his voice small. 

      “Oh, I wanted to so much, but I never knew where you were. I’m here now. Can you forgive me?” 

      He looked at her for a long time, then at Sulla, then back at Satine. And he smiled. 

      Incredible relief floated through her at the sight of his handsome little face lit up in happiness. Tears spilt onto her cheeks. 

      “Of course,” he said. “If you promise to stay with me from now on. Why are you crying?” he asked. 

      “I’m happy,” she laughed. Then, after a moment, “Would you like to come home with me?” 

      “To your house?” 

      “Yes, to my house.” 

      “And my father?” he asked, and she didn’t miss the desperate hope in the words. 

      So she answered. She shouldn’t have lied. But what else could she do? “Yes, your father too.” 

      ***


      Satine lifted Altor onto the white horse and they rode at a slow trot out of Marat and onto the country road. 

      “Where do you live?” he asked when they couldn’t see the town anymore. 

      “We live in the palace in Burmia, you and I.” 

      They rode in silence for the long journey home, his little body desperately perfect in her arms. Satine and Altor entered the city, and rode up the hill to the palace. To where Leostrial was waiting for them. 

      ***


      Elixia emerged from her chamber with the book to find herself completely alone. She rushed to Accolon’s room and found it empty. It seemed she had been reading the book for the entire night. It was sunrise and the castle appeared to be empty. Elixia hurried through the quiet halls and finally found two servants. 

      “Where are you going?” she asked the boys. Almost tripping in their haste to stop, they became overcome with embarrassment at being addressed directly by the queen herself. 

      “The grounds, my lady,” one of them answered. 

      “Why?” 

      “For the beheading of course,” he slowly replied. 

      ***


      Elixia rushed through the crowds that parted for her as she moved to the front. Despite the commotion, all she saw was the figure—hands bound and body slung forward so that her head rested beneath the guillotine. 

      Columba stared back at Elixia with deep hatred. Elixia turned quickly to the people sitting behind her, and finally saw Accolon. Elixia walked over and sat down next to her husband. He looked at her briefly. 

      “Are you all right?” she asked. 

      He nodded shortly, making her ache inside with the dismissal. 

      King Accolon stood up then, and turned to the crowd. 

      “This is not a public execution!” he shouted to them all. “Return to your houses at once.” The people slowly turned away. 

      All the Strangers, Fern, and Liam who were sitting in the pavilion with them, stood to leave. Accolon held up a quick hand to forestall them. 

      “I didn’t mean you. Stay with me.” 

      Without a word, the four the Strangers sat down. Accolon turned to the two people prostrate before him. 

      “Do you have anything to say, Tomasso?” Accolon asked, his voice all harsh edges. 

      “I will say only that you are making a terrible mistake,” Tomasso said and fell silent. His eyes looked hollow. Elixia had a moment of confusion, and looked swiftly at her husband, but he only nodded his head once. 

      Columba spoke before he had a chance. “I love you, Accolon. This was never about you.” 

      “I find that extremely difficult to believe. You tried to have me killed.” 

      “There is more here than you know!” she said desperately. 

      “Then explain it to me, Mother, please.” 

      Columba opened her mouth, flustered. Then a strange look came over her face, and her eyes flickered back and forth crazily. “He should have married me!” she screeched suddenly, shocking everyone there. “I was his betrothed!” 

      Accolon stared at his mother. “What are you talking about?” 

      “I was supposed to be Altor’s wife! Instead he cast me out like I was nothing but a serving lady!” 

      Elixia looked away from the insane eyes of the woman before her, unable to bear watching the pathetic, crazed thing she had become. 

      Accolon cleared his throat and said in a stony voice, “You shall die because you committed treason. Go peacefully, Mother.” Accolon waved his hand to the man holding the rope in place. 

      “No, wait, I have something to tell you!” Columba cried desperately, but the man let go, the blades came falling down, and Columba’s words were cut off with her head. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 34

      Terret woke to find himself under crisp clean bed sheets. Was he dead? He’d certainly thought he was going to die, lying there in the sand. There was a sharp pain in his shoulder and his arm was numb. He opened his eyes to find the king sitting in his bedchamber, watching him. Terret hastened to try an awkward bow in his bed, but winced as the movement sent a shot of pain into his chest. 

      “Try not to move,” the king said absently. “Your name is Terret?” 

      The boy managed a nod. 

      “Good. I’ll get to the point,” Accolon said. “You fought bravely. You showed initiative, and you did well in trying to save my life. You have remarkable skill and strength for a boy of your age. 

      “As you know, we leave for war in a few days time. You will captain a small squadron of my army. Samshon says that your arm will be healed by then. For now, get some rest. There is a tearful woman in the corridor who claims to be your mother. I will send her in, but if she bothers you too much you can send her out again.” Without waiting for a reply, he stood and walked to the door. Accolon paused and turned back to the room. 

      “Are you coming?” he asked, and Terret was about to reply that he thought he was supposed to stay in bed, when a second voice spoke. He realised there was another person in the room. When he saw who it was, his heart nearly leapt into his mouth. He was sitting in the immediate presence of both the High King and Queen of Uns Lapodis. He was a farm boy from the middle of the country. He had no noble heritage and no birth lineage of any rank whatsoever. Never, in his entire lifetime, had he expected to be in a situation such as this. 

      The queen, who was only a year or two older than Terret, looked at him and smiled. Terret felt his heart thumping in his chest. 

      “Of course,” she replied. “Do you think that is wise? To make him a commander?” she asked, and Terret felt a wave of disappointment. 

      “Yes, I do,” Accolon answered shortly. 

      “He is very young,” she stated. 

      “So are you, but you have, and will, accomplish great things,” he replied. 

      “There is no doubt in my mind that he will become great,” she said, completely unperturbed by the reference to her age, “but is that necessarily the best thing for him?” 

      “Lets not discuss this in front of the boy, especially not after I have already told him that he shall be captain,” Accolon said pointedly. 

      “You know best,” she smiled and Terret saw Accolon roll his eyes. 

      Then, with a last word to Terret, Elixia left the room behind her husband. 

      His mother entered the room, but all he could think about were the last words the queen had spoken: “You are a brave boy, Terret. Try not to grow up too quickly.” 

      ***


      Harry walked past yet another servant, lying prostrate on the floor, and it was all he could manage not to sigh openly. They all seemed to think him some sort of saviour, and the same for the rest of his friends. At first it had thrilled him no end—him, Harry, someone important! But now he was starting to feel uneasy about it. It had been the death of the three men in the arena that finally jogged him out of his daydream and made him realise that he was about to go to war. In fact it was only two days before they boarded the ships, and he knew nothing of combat or strategy. Apart from the few short lessons in swordplay that he had taken from Accolon and Rome, Harry was a complete novice. 

      But the thought of being killed in battle was not what he was most afraid of. It was the thought that Accolon and Fern, and the rest of the entire world, would be counting on him, and that he would let them down. 

      He could just imagine the look of utter disgust and disappointment on their faces when they expected him to do something amazing and he failed them. 

      Harry shuddered and came out of his daydream. They had spent the week since the tournament and the execution in total chaos. It was Accolon and Fern’s smart thinking and calm attitude that had seen them through the preparations. 

      The army had been raised and was waiting in the barracks, training non-stop, ready to board the huge fleet of ships waiting in the docks. There were two thousand men from Uns Lapodis, another six thousand waiting in the docks of Cynis Witron, eight hundred desert warriors from Tirana, and a small fighting force of the Amazonians from Frescana in the north. 

      Harry saw Luca enter the corridor in front of him. 

      “Luca! Wait.” Luca turned and waited for Harry to catch up. “What’s up?” Harry asked. 

      “Not much,” Luca answered distractedly and kept walking. 

      Harry looked sideways at him and noticed the vein bulging in Luca’s neck—a telltale sign that he was very upset about something. “What’s up?” Harry asked again. 

      “Nothing!” Luca snapped. 

      “Okay ... so where are you going?” 

      “Harry, leave it.” Luca snapped, and Harry sighed. 

      “Look, this isn’t a good time for you to be angry with me. What’s wrong?” 

      Luca stopped walking and glared at him. “You want to know what’s wrong? How about the fact that you were the one that brought us here and got us into this huge mess in the first place?” 

      “We aren’t in a mess,” Harry replied and Luca raised his eyebrows slowly. 

      “All right. I’ll take your word on that.” 

      “Man, what is wrong with you? This isn’t like you,” Harry snapped. “Did something happen? Something with Jane?” 

      At that, Luca’s eyes blazed. 

      “Okay, wrong question,” Harry backtracked quickly. 

      “Not everything is about Jane,” Luca said through gritted teeth. 

      “Okay, okay, sorry. I just want to know what’s getting at you. I know I’m worried about fighting, but you never get scared, Luca.” 

      They stared at each other. Luca sighed slowly and said, “How’s your training going?” 

      “As well as I could hope for. Doesn’t mean it’s going to be worth much in the end.” 

      “It’s not as bad as that,” Luca said calmly. And then he gave a gentle smile that allowed Harry to relax. “You mightn’t need a sword in the end.” 

      “Why, because we’ll smite down Leostrial with one glance?” 

      “You never know.” 

      ***


      Anna stood with Jane on the balcony of her chamber. They looked out over the city and the harbour, both silent in thought about what was to come. Anna was thinking about Tomasso and his final words. There were three people in this world who knew Anna was dying, and he had been one of them. 

      Next to her, Jane looked like she was struggling with something too, but Anna felt so distant from her friend that she didn’t have a clue where to begin asking her what was wrong. Had Jane changed, or had Anna? Perhaps they both had. 

      Just then, Jane looked straight at her and asked, “Are you all right, Anna?” 

      Anna blinked. “Yes. Sure. I’m fine.” 

      “Really? Because you don’t look good. And this is ... a pretty huge thing we’re doing. Is everything with you and Vezzet okay? Is he treating you properly? Because the men here have a pretty funny idea of how women should be treated...” 

      “Yes, yes, that’s all fine!” Anna assured her. “Everything is fine.” 

      Jane nodded and they lapsed into another silence. Anna bit her lip. “Actually, Jane...” 

      Her friend turned to look at her and Anna very nearly blurted everything out. Instead she said, “Do you blame Harry?” 

      “What?” 

      “For bringing us here, I mean. It’s just ... I don’t really know what we’re going to do. We wouldn’t have this problem if he hadn’t brought us here in the first place.” 

      “You really think that?” 

      Anna hesitated before shrugging. She was thinking about her mum again. If Harry hadn’t started this whole thing, she might have been able to say goodbye. 

      “I don’t blame him at all,” Jane said firmly. “I’m surprised you do.” 

      “I can’t help it. I get really angry every time he tries to talk to me! It’s awful, I know.” 

      “Well, you know what I think it is, An,” Jane said very gently and Anna turned to look at her best friend. “You’re not angry with him because he brought us here. You’re angry because you didn’t.” 

      There was silence. Anna opened her mouth to deny Jane’s statement and then closed it again. They stared at each other. Then, shakily, she smiled. “Maybe you’re right. But I’m still scared.” 

      Jane nodded. “Me too. Did you ever think we’d find ourselves heading off to fight in a war?” 

      Anna gave a shaky laugh. “Not even close. Have you ... do you ever think about ... how we might die?” 

      “All the time,” Jane said. “It’s terrifying. But if you think about it too much, it would just make everything impossible, you know?” 

      “But what if we never get home?” They looked at each other for a moment, then Jane gently put her arms around her friend. 

      “Then we’ll find a way to make it okay,” she murmured into Anna’s hair. 

      They stood there embracing for a long time, and Anna pondered in the silence how Jane always seemed to make things better. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 35

      On the Eve of the battle, Fern asked Jane to call a meeting of the Strangers. 

      “Yes, all right,” she agreed absently, trying to focus on the sword in her hand. Fern was giving her one last lesson and it was going well. 

      Right at that moment she was fighting a young soldier Fern had chosen. He said he’d chosen the boy because he was good, but Jane could tell it wasn’t true. Fern had obviously chosen him because he knew he could not hurt her, which at the moment, was very annoying. Fern meant well, but she needed a challenge, and so dismissed the disheartened boy. 

      “I don’t know what the others will have to say about it though,” she murmured. Then, turning to look at his expression, she asked, “What’s wrong?” 

      He took a few steps towards her. “What if this is the end?” he murmured helplessly. “What if we have no more time?” 

      “Fern!” she hissed, “Why are you saying that?” 

      The answers were in his eyes. “Fern,” she murmured, feeling her legs go weak. “We said we’d wait, remember? We promised each other. It’s not right!” 

      “I can’t stand it anymore,” he said roughly. 

      “You have to talk to her first!” 

      “What if there isn’t a chance?” He shook his head and took another step towards her. 

      “I’m serious, Jane,” he said softly. “What could possibly matter more, in this world, right now, than the fact that I haven’t even kissed you yet?” 

      She felt like the wind had been knocked out of her. “You kissed me before you attacked the Phaeries,” she murmured weakly, taking a step away from him. 

      “I’m talking about a real kiss.” 

      A shaky laugh escaped Jane’s lips. “What’s a real kiss?” 

      He moved closer and shook his head, a very slow smile on his lips. “A kiss that stops the world. A kiss that you could die for. A kiss that will change your life. Have you kissed anyone like that before, Jane?” 

      Her mouth was dry. “I’ve kissed plenty of people,” she said indignantly. 

      “Boy’s kisses,” he shook his head again. “Real kissing is for love, Jane.” 

      She stared at him, stepping backwards again. But something inside her was silently whispering for her to step forward, not backwards. 

      And then, at last, Fern smiled widely and took her into his strong grip and, before she could escape, he kissed her. A real kiss. Love’s kiss. 

      It was the slowest, longest, deepest thing she had ever experienced, and it shocked her right to her toes, filling her with thoughts of past, present and future all wrapped together. With too many thoughts to understand, and too many feelings to think about. With more pleasure than she had thought herself capable of feeling. 

      He leaned back the smile still on his lips. 

      Jane knew that she would never be able to come down from such heights. She felt too deeply, loved too strongly. It was going to hurt her one day, and she knew it. 

      “I don’t want to lose you again, Fern. I don’t think I could bear it if you died tomorrow,” she whispered. 

      He did not reply for a very long time. Finally, as Jane began to think he would not say a thing, he spoke, softly. “Whatever happens, Jane, you won’t lose me. I’ll always be here for you. There is more than this life. Remember that.” 

      ***


      Far away, in a far darker castle, Leostrial laughed. But he laughed with something he had never felt before, as he looked down at his new son, standing straight-backed and nervous before him. 

      This child was more powerful than he could ever have hoped for. Leostrial could tell just by looking at the boy that already he had abilities that surpassed many. It did not matter that he was not Altor’s blood father, because soon enough the boy would come to love him, and worship him. 

      “What is your name, boy?” he asked, though he knew it. 

      “Altor,” the child replied with a small bow. “Are you my father?” 

      “Yes,” Leostrial replied, and then, surprising himself, he crouched down to take the boy in an embrace. Altor clung fiercely to him and Leostrial felt something clench inside himself. Satine was looking at them both when he stood and released the boy. 

      Leostrial felt his heart quicken as he looked at her. There was something new in her eyes. She glowed. 

      He remembered when he had first met her and the shock of her arrogance and forwardness. There was something fiercer in his chest when he thought of her now. 

      Leostrial shrugged and let his face tighten into its usual dark, expressionless state. “Altor, I’ve heard you’re interested in combat. Perhaps later you can show me your skills.” 

      “Of course, my lord. Though I should warn you that my skills haven’t been developed properly due to the lack of training, so you may be disappointed,” Altor said seriously. 

      Leostrial smiled faintly and nodded to Satine before leaving the room. There was business to attend to. He walked briskly towards his conference chamber unaware of the shock that awaited him. 

      Odin stood in the corner of the room, his face masked in shadows, emanating a fierce power. Leostrial moved closer so that he might see the god in a clearer light, but the shadows seemed to move with him. 

      “Odin. I had not thought to see you again. Our plans were made, were they not?” he said pointedly. He had long ago stopped feeling afraid of the god. He had his own measure of power, and it was not small. 

      “There have been new revelations and I have need to speak with you.” The voice that came from the darkness was flat and dangerous. 

      “What is it?” 

      Odin stepped out of the shadows now and Leostrial caught his breath in awe. The war god was a fearsome sight—his hair alight with flames and his eyes dark pools of liquid blackness. He was taller than a man, and his body was sculpted as a warrior’s. He held a long whip of fire in his hand, but at that moment it hung limply at his side. 

      “Have you lost your manners, Leostrial?” he asked quietly. His black eyes peered intently, threateningly. 

      “Forgive me, Odin. I was hasty.” 

      “You underestimate us, Leostrial.” 

      Leostrial took a quick breath. “Have you gone back to them then?” he asked. 

      Odin was tiring of the conversation. He sighed and shook his head. Leostrial waited. 

      “I had thought you were a lot sharper,” Odin said now, a slight curve to the corner of his mouth. Humour was in his eyes, and flickers of fire, and Leostrial grew angry. 

      “That is your news?” he demanded. 

      “You have a traitor in your castle,” the god said, the amusement still on his face. Leostrial stilled, and the first thought that came to his mind was Satine. 

      “Not her,” Odin said quietly with considerable disdain, and Leostrial visibly relaxed. “Still, you shouldn’t trust her so easily. She is but a woman.” 

      Leostrial said nothing. He had heard such words from the god many times before. 

      Odin curled his lip in disgust, apparently having gleaned something from Leostrial’s silence. “Love is nothing! Nothing!” He almost spat this last and Leostrial wondered at the severity of his reaction. He was too bitter. 

      “I said nothing about love.” 

      “You did not have to. She clouds your mind.” 

      “Tell me who the traitor is.” 

      “I wonder, should I?” Odin asked thoughtfully. 

      “We are on the same side!” Leostrial said without thinking. The war god’s face closed over and his eyes became cold. 

      “An angel from Elendial descended into your castle some time ago, and has been making his way around unseen.” 

      “How?” 

      “Angels are more powerful than you might think,” he said with an impatient gesture. “Not as powerful as you or I, but they can easily make themselves invisible to human eyes. He has been collecting information.” 

      “Why did you not tell me sooner?” 

      “Because if you had found him straight away, they would have known something was amiss. You must destroy him.” 

      “Yes. Keep the plans the same?” Leostrial asked. 

      “Yes. But make sure you find him before he does any real damage, or you will pay for it with your life.” 

      And with that he disappeared into the darkness. 

      ***


      Satine showed Altor his room and helped him unpack his belongings. Then she took him for a walk through the palace, and showed him all her favourite places from her own childhood. 

      “There’s a cupboard under the stairs here where you can hide,” she said with a grin, opening the door. “Climb in there and look for the hole in the wall.” 

      Altor climbed excitedly into the cupboard and searched around for what his mother had told him. 

      “I can see into the armoury!” he gasped delightedly. 

      Satine laughed. “And if you’re quiet, no one will know you’re there.” 

      When they came to the armoury his eyes lit up at the sight of all the weapons. 

      “I will have the army captain give you lessons in swordplay,” she said, “unless of course you would prefer that I taught you myself?” 

      “You can fight?” he asked and Satine nodded. “That seems fitting then,” he murmured. “Can I have my own armour?” 

      “I think it is best if we wait until you’re a little older, you’ll just grow out of it.” 

      He nodded slowly. 

      “Altor ... do you think you could be happy here?” she asked after a moment. “With me?” 

      He looked at her. “More so than anywhere else,” he replied, which was not really the answer she had hoped for. 

      Leostrial suddenly burst into the room. “There is a spy among us.” 

      “What?” Satine asked. 

      Altor had stiffened. 

      “An angel. He’s in this castle, invisible to the human eye.” 

      “How do you know he is here?” she asked. 

      “Odin told me,” he replied quickly. “I’ll have to make the angel think it was his own fault he was found so Odin’s position isn’t compromised. That’s if I can catch him.” 

      Satine shivered as she thought of the war god. Leostrial had told her many times about Odin’s distrust of her and how he wanted her banished from the castle. She hated that Leostrial had anything to do with the god. 

      Leostrial turned on his heel and left the room. Satine stared at the door for a moment. 

      The Strangers had foreseen it. She led Altor quickly after Leostrial. They found him on the battlements giving orders to his archers. Satine glimpsed a figure disappearing into the clouds above before it was all over. 

      “We hit him three times, he will not return to them alive,” Leostrial said turning to her. “It’s a very long way.” 

      Satine blinked as she realised something. “Leostrial, I was wrong. The gods do not yet know of your attack. When I was in Uns Lapodis, the Strangers told us of a dream which described an angel flying away from pursuers, shot thrice in the back. He does manage to make it to the star and he tells the gods that someone is coming. They will not know yet, but when that angel reaches them ... It is my understanding that at this moment Accolon is trying to contact the gods, so soon they will know you are planning to attack them.” 

      Leostrial said nothing. 

      “What do you plan to do?” Satine asked carefully. 

      Leostrial shot her a look and said, “I shall attack the star of Elendial in a matter of weeks.” 

      “How?” she asked, perplexed. 

      The force of the military archangels was waiting there for anyone stupid enough to invade. And how to get there with an entire army? 

      He didn’t say anything. She followed his gaze out over the battlements and looked at the land before them. Wide expanses of rough dirt plains, and in the very far distance the beginning of the marshes that divided the capital city from the ocean. Years ago this whole country had been an enormous volcano. Now the only evidence of that were a few pits of molten lava. 

      “But how, Leostrial?” she pressed. “And why in a few weeks? Why not now, before the gods can act?” 

      Eventually he gave her a sideways look and murmured, “In a few weeks time Accolon will be here with his army.” 

      “Exactly!” Satine sighed exasperatedly. 

      He nodded. “Exactly.” 

      She stared at him. “What are you talking about? Why do you want to wait for them to get here?” 

      He gave her a measured look. Satine waited for an explanation. And then something in her brain clicked. 

      She gasped, her eyes widening. “You want them to come here! It’s been your plan all along!” 

      It might have been a smile at the corners of his lips, or it might have been a trick of the fading light. He turned back to the battlements. “How exactly did you think I was going to attack Elendial? They come, and the gods will follow. Accolon will be walking the gods straight into my lap.” 

      “How do you know?” 

      “The gods will never allow humans to fight alone for them. They are far too proud. And in joining the battle, I will have complete access to them.” 

      “You couldn’t get to them, so you had to lure them to you,” she said, everything falling into place. They had all walked right into his trap. Satine looked at him and shivered at the idea that he had used them all as puppets. 

      “It would do for you to curb your curiosity,” he warned. “You will not be joining me in any case, so there is no need for you to worry yourself with it.” 

      Satine turned to her son. “Altor, go and explore the armoury. I will come and find you in a few moments.” The boy nodded and did as he was told. 

      “A battle is no place for a woman,” he said firmly. 

      “I can fight better than most of your army!” Satine raged then stopped and took a deep breath, calming herself. “By leaving me behind, you leave one of your best fighters. You cannot afford to do that!” 

      Leostrial turned to face Satine. “You could die! In fact you would most likely die, and I don’t want that to happen.” Leostrial changed his tone, “Besides, it would seem strange if you came to war with me. My men already think there is something between us.” 

      “So let them guess!” she said forcefully. 

      “I have a wife, Satine.” 

      “I know, Leostrial,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Do not forget that she is my own mother.” 

      “I’m sorry. I underestimated how difficult this must be for you,” he said, taking her hands in his own. She was surprised at the sudden gentleness. “She is my wife only on paper,” he said. “Nothing has passed between us these years except a few harsh words.” 

      Satine closed her eyes for a moment. Her mother hated Leostrial, hated being married to him. She knew they never spoke and that it wasn’t a real marriage. But if Liessen should ever learn the truth of how her daughter felt... 

      “Why are you fighting Elendial, Leostrial?” she asked him quietly, pleadingly. 

      His face softened. “I’m sorry I have not spoken to you of this before, Satine. You deserve to know the answer to that. No doubt the people across the sea believe that I want nothing more than to destroy the entire world and everything in it. Did they ever actually question what motivation anyone would have to do that? I only want to make this world better. I have a wish that, as leader of Paragor, I could do that. I only want this land to prosper and grow, Satine. You must believe me in this.” 

      Leostrial thought for a moment and then tried to explain more. “Not long ago, Odin came to me with tidings. He said that the gods thought me a threat, and that they were planning to destroy me because I sought too much control over Paragor. They fear their own power being diminished by mine. He alone knew that I planned to harm no one and offered to help me.” He shrugged and a dark look came over his eyes. “If they seek a fight, they will receive one. I shall do whatever it takes.” He paused for a moment, and something different crossed his face. His next words were unsteady, uncertain. 

      “No one understands me. Even my own people, my own family, everyone closest to me believes that all I want to do is destroy. But they don’t understand that the gods are ... cold, and unloving. We need rulers who will help us to shape this world we live in as a place where people can be happy.” 

      “But why not save the other countries as well?” 

      “It is my hope that I will be able to, once this is over. Eventually they will know I am not their enemy.” 

      “But until then you are happy to fight them in a war?” Satine whispered. 

      “Force is necessary sometimes, Satine. I will not shy away from that. Without this battle, I would have no access to the gods. Sometimes, if you want something great, you have to be ruthless to attain it. This will all be for the best eventually. Soon this country will be more beautiful than anything you have ever imagined. I will not rest until it is so.” 

      So there it was. The first time he had ever spoken to her about his dreams and plans. 

      And he wanted what everyone else did. 

      Where exactly was the line, thought Satine. The line between strength and fanaticism? When did people start calling you crazy instead of determined? Did the end ever truly justify the means? 

      Leostrial frowned and looked down at their hands, hers still loosely held in his. “There is something that I should do, Satine, and I should have done it a long time ago. I took you for granted. I’m sorry.” 

      This was far too much. She wasn’t ready for it. They had never even tried to cross this ground before—there was too much pain in it. She knew what was coming and panic gripped at her. 

      “Satine, I need to ask you for forgiveness.” 

      She shook her head, unable to speak. 

      “I killed your father, Satine,” he said quietly, and she closed her eyes, trying not to listen. “I killed him, and you knew this, and yet ... still you let me into your life here. I have regretted his death every single day that I’ve known you. And you cannot possibly fathom how sorry I am. Truly. I ask that somehow, if it’s at all possible, you can forgive me this, in the hope that one day I might be able to fill your life with as much joy as he did.” 

      Satine let out a whimper. Why was he doing this to her? Why now? It all came back to this. He had killed her father, and so stuck a knife in her own heart, and the only way she could deal with that was to think that he didn’t care, and to try and kindle the anger the knife created. It was so much easier to deal with anger and hatred than anything else. But ... now he was saying such things, and everything she had based her life on was being crushed. 

      “You see, Satine, you are my soul, my heart’s destination. Each heart has its ruler, and you are mine. I never meant to hurt you—it is my life’s one true regret that I did. I love you. I always have.” 

      And because it was the first time he had ever said such things—had ever even come close to saying such things—Satine lent down and rested her head on his shoulder and she cried. He wrapped his arms around her, and held her, and stroked her hair. And she wept for she finally realised that she loved him too, and that was a grief deeper than any. 

    

  
    
      Part 3

      The Battle

      
         Screams rent the air as Liessen ran through the palace. There were bodies everywhere. Everywhere. And the blood—her dress was red with it. She didn’t know if it was hers or another’s.
      

      
         She rounded the corner and ran her sword through the belly of a man. 
      

      
         Having fought these things all day, she knew that it would not be enough to kill him. Leaving the blade where it was in his stomach, she dived under the swing of his sword and snatched another blade from a body next to her. She raised it above her head in time to block his sword. Leaping from the ground, she dealt the man a blow to stun him so that she could slice off his head. 
      

      
         It was the only way they could be killed, these things that had come from across the sea, come to tear apart their city with inhuman strength. 
      

      
         Pulling her own sword free of his stomach, leaving the second bloody sword on the ground, she ran forward and into the tower. The steps were many and steep, and on them she encountered more of the creatures. 
      

      
         Finally, in the highest room of the west wing tower of the palace of Lapis Matyr, she found two of the three people she so desperately needed to find. 
      

      
         Altor, her husband, was lying with his head in Accolon’s lap, and the boy cried steadily. Accolon had been sent to Burmia five years ago for training, and as a result, Altor had become like a father to him. 
      

      
         It took her a moment to realise that there were three spear shafts in her husband’s chest. A cry was torn from her throat as she ran to his side. She put her hands around one of the spears and made to pull it out. Altor’s eyes flew open. 
      

      
         “Leave it,” he whispered, barely audible. Blood spilt from his mouth. 
      

      
         “Altor,” she cried, “we can save you.” 
      

      
         But, “No. Leave it.” 
      

      
         “Don’t do this,” she pleaded. Her own tears were on his face now, mingled with those of the boy’s. 
      

      
         “Where is Satine?” Altor asked hoarsely, and more blood came. Accolon’s head snapped up at the question. 
      

      
         “I don’t know,” Liessen sobbed, “I don’t know where she is.” 
      

      
         “Hold a moment, Accolon. Before you look for her I would speak with you.” The king paused to spit out the blood that seemed to be drowning him. 
      

      
         So much blood. It was everywhere. Liessen was sitting in an ocean of it. 
      

      
         “I want you both to listen to me,” Altor went on quietly but firmly. “I know you both love Satine as much as I do, and you care about her safety. The three of us, right here, right now, are going to make a vow. A pact that we can never break, not until death takes us.” He said it as though he were not already dying. “You must watch over her. As long as you live. Will you take this vow?” 
      

      
         “You don’t even have to ask,” Accolon said through his tears and Liessen nodded in agreement. 
      

      
         Altor’s body slumped slightly, but he opened his eyes again. 
      

      
         “Take your knife, Accolon,” he ordered and the boy did not hesitate. “Make a slit in your forearm so that you never forget. Never.” 
      

      
         “You have been more of a father than my own has been to me, Altor, and I will do this because I love you and your daughter.” The words were honourable, but choked with tears. 
      

      
         He was still only young. 
      

      
         “Go and find her now, Accolon,” Altor ordered. 
      

      
         The boy slid out from under Altor and ran from the room. 
      

      
         Liessen picked up the discarded knife and made to cut her own arm. 
      

      
         “Oh no—Liessen I did not mean for you to—” Altor started. 
      

      
         “I want to, Altor,” she replied. “So that I will have something to remind Accolon of his promise.” And she cut her arm. 
      

      
         She slid over, closer to him. “Soon it will match this one,” she said with a sad smile, gesturing to the scar on her cheek. A present from the El~ariah all those years ago when she had fled to him. 
      

      
         “Beautiful,” he whispered, and then he died, quietly and without fuss. Liessen did not scream or cry but kept her anguish inside her. Lying there, over the body of her dead husband, she made her own vow. She would not let her husband’s death go unavenged. 
      

      
         Liessen was a warrior. It was in her blood, as it was in her husband’s and her young daughter’s. 
      

      
         She had once been princess of the Amazonian warriors who lived in the jungles of Frescana, born to fight, with pride in their strength. She did not lose her pride when she left her throne and lost her place in the race of warriors, so the woman she became when her husband died was a pretence. Her life from that point on, except for loving her daughter, was an act. She became demure and obedient. And all because of an oath she had given on the cold stone flaggings of the highest room in the castle, next to the body of the one man she had ever truly loved. 
      

      
         The dead El~ariah lay all around her. They had sacrificed themselves rather than fight for anyone but the true kings of Paragor. 
      

      
         Liessen ran down the stairs and she fought like Odin himself. 
      

      
         She found Satine and Accolon in the dining hall, facing several of the demon spawn. Tears streaked Satine’s face—she had been told about her father. But her strength was that of her parents’, and so she fought on. 
      

      
         Liessen longed to join them, but she could see exactly how this would play out. Knew she would be taken as a prize, and that if she fought, she would be punished the only way that could possibly hurt her—by hurting Satine. So she would comply, to save her daughter. 
      

      
         Satine and Accolon fought so well together the queen was not needed. Almost beautiful, their fight was like a dance. Liessen knew they loved one another, and just hoped it would survive the wreckage of this day. 
      

      
         When it was over, Liessen called out, and Satine ran into her arms. Liessen wanted to comfort her, but there was no time. 
      

      
         “Not now, sweetheart. Now we must be strong. Strong for your father.” 
      

      
         Satine nodded and stood back. She could not stop her silent tears though. 
      

      
         “Accolon,” Liessen said urgently, and the boy ran to her side. “You must leave here now,” she said firmly. 
      

      
         “What? No! I must—” he said, gesturing to Satine and holding up his bloody arm for Liessen to see, as if she needed reminding of what had just happened. 
      

      
         “You can protect her more if you get away.” Liessen lowered her voice to a whisper so that Satine would not hear. “We will need someone free who knows what happened here today. Someone must bear witness to this and warn the rest of the world that there is trouble. You must get out. Warn them—they are our only hope. I will send Satine after you.” Then she stopped and pulled him into her arms. 
      

      
         “Be strong, Accolon my darling. You are a son to me also. Be brave for Satine, and brave for Altor. Go back to your family, and keep your vow,” she whispered, staring fiercely into his dark eyes. 
      

      
         He nodded and pulled away. He walked over to Satine and Liessen saw them speak. Satine was crying and he hugged her, but still she cried. Liessen thanked the gods, desperately grateful that she had sent their child away. This was no place for a royal baby. 
      

      
         And then Accolon was gone. He would keep his vow, she knew. 
      

      
         There was no more time for thoughts now, for in that moment, the doors opened and Leostrial walked in to claim their lives. 
      

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 36

      They boarded the armada the next day. Eight thousand fighters from four different lands. For the Strangers, the time they’d spent in Paragor previously had seemed like an age, but when they were faced with the eternity on the ships, it felt to them as though they had only been on Paragor for a heartbeat. Summer had come to an end and by the time they were ready to land it was near freezing. 

      During the long days at sea, the bickering between the Strangers increased. Eventually it got to the point where they couldn’t even be in the same room as one another. 

      On the seventh day after their departure, Accolon and Elixia were standing on the deck trying to put a bit of distance between themselves and the fighting Strangers. 

      Elixia had accompanied them. Accolon had said she would be invaluable for reviving wounded soldiers during the battle. She had not told him that she could do nothing with the wounded, only the dead, and that tending to such a large number of people would be nigh on impossible, because she did not want to be left behind. 

      They stood close, their faces to the wind, their hair swept behind them. 

      “Do you think we made a mistake in putting our faith in them? They are so young,” he said quietly. 

      “Do not doubt the prophecy now, Accolon, or we will fail. They will come through in the end, I am sure of it. Youth doesn’t always mean a disadvantage.” 

      “What of the fifth and sixth? What of the missing two?” he pressed. 

      “Jane said they would be here in time,” Elixia replied. “But if we are wrong, and they are not the Bright Ones, and this not the prophesised time ... Do we have a chance, Accolon?” He only just heard her above the wind and the noise of the waves crashing. 

      The thought of the death that was to come had been in Elixia’s thoughts over the past few months. Only she truly knew what to expect. 

      Elixia knew death’s true nature—that it was not the opposite of life, but so closely linked that they overlapped one and other. They didn’t know that death walked with them every step, growing inside them. They didn’t know that it was as much a part of them all as life. 

      Elixia was the last who knew of the dying art, the only woman who could understand death without fear. 

      “I would like to say yes,” Accolon answered. “It seems hard to believe that one country could raise a greater army than four put together. But there are other things to consider. Leostrial has inhuman power, and the gods have not answered our call.” 

      Elixia was about to say that she did not know why that was so when the water in front of them began to move in a strange pattern, swirling faster and faster, until a whirlpool appeared. Finally, from out of the depths, a form emerged. Too large to be a man, he exuded power, and he looked akin to a fish. His skin was tinted a faint blue and his hands and feet were webbed. There was no clothing on his strong body, and Elixia quickly turned away. But only for a moment, for when he turned his eyes upon her, she felt as though she were the naked one, and laid open to his very gaze. 

      His eyes were beautiful. They were blue, without pupils, and Elixia thought she could see waves crashing in them. He was standing on the waves, and though the swirling water was far below them, his head was at the height of their own. 

      “Greetings, Aegir,” Elixia said to him, for she had met him before. 

      Accolon looked swiftly at her and then turned to stare back at the sea god. 

      “Greetings, necromancer,” he replied calmly. His voice sounded loudly in their ears. He turned to Accolon and said, “Greetings Accolon, King of Uns Lapodis.” 

      Accolon tilted his head in a respectful gesture and said, “Greetings, Aegir. How do you do?” 

      Aegir laughed bitterly and replied, “How do I do? I am angered that you have called me here when there is direst need for me elsewhere.” 

      There was a moment of charged silence before Accolon spoke. “Aegir, we called you because we want to offer you our help.” 

      A disbelieving laugh escaped his lips. “And how, pray, do you think to help me?” 

      Elixia took a deep breath. “Not just you, all of the gods. Am I right to assume you do not know what the angel meant when he said that someone was coming?” Elixia saw a brief flash of surprise pass the god’s face before he nodded. “We know what he meant.” 

      “But how do you know?” Aegir asked. “We received the message only today.” 

      Elixia was confused, but she kept her composure. The Strangers must have had a premonition. 

      “There are those among us who have the gift of foresight,” she improvised. 

      “We know the Bright Ones are with you,” he said impatiently. “Did they see this?” 

      Elixia nodded in reply. 

      “Well tell me then,” he said, sighing. 

      “It’s Leostrial. He is planning to attack Elendial.” 

      “We have known for a long time that Leostrial was planning something, but we have not known what, for there is a shield that hides him from us.” 

      “We have come to fight him. With your help,” Elixia said. 

      She saw his eyes darken and realised she had made a mistake. 

      “Did you think that we would sit back and watch mortals fight for us?” he asked incredulously. 

      “Forgive us, Aegir. We are uncertain of many things at the moment,” said Accolon respectfully and the anger faded in the god’s eyes. 

      “I must leave you now, but we will be watching over you,” he said. Then reluctantly, “Thank you.” And Aegir was gone in a spray of water. 

      Elixia and Accolon stood in silence for a long time, staring out into the ocean. She turned to him and said, “It is a great thing to have seen a god. Very great.” 

      “Even one such as he?” Accolon asked bitterly, still staring at the sea. 

      “Yes, even one such as he. Never forget that he is a god, Accolon, and he has the power to crush us.” 

      He turned to look at her, and his dark eyes stared intently at her. Elixia’s breath caught in her throat. 

      “I’m sorry I have not been a better husband to you,” he said. 

      “Accolon you—” 

      “No, no,” he stopped her speaking. “I am sorry. But I want you to know that I have relied on you these past months.” He paused and took her hands in his own. “You mean everything to me.” 

      “But you do not love me, Accolon. Not truly. Not like you love Satine. I can see it in your eyes. I can see it in every breath you take. I have finally found peace just being your wife. Please don’t spoil that by lying to me,” she said. 

      She let his hands drop and walked back under the deck so that she didn’t have to look at his face any longer. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 37

      The three Strangers stood around a small cabin in the lowest level of the ship. 

      Anna had asked them to meet, having heard that they were landing soon. They needed to sort out their problems before the battle began. 

      “Where’s Jane?” Harry asked. 

      “Probably with you-know-who,” Luca muttered. 

      “Those two are joined at the hip,” Anna sighed. 

      Right on cue, Jane entered with Fern in tow. Luca muttered something and Jane gave him a frosty glare. 

      “What’s the matter?” she asked Anna. 

      “We need to talk,” Anna replied. 

      Jane looked around at the three friends. Harry was sitting on a chair behind a large round table, tapping his fingers impatiently, and Luca was standing in the corner by himself with his arms folded. Anna had been sitting next to the window, trying to deal with a severe bout of seasickness but stood up when Jane entered. 

      Jane nodded in agreement and sat down in the chair that Anna had been sitting in. Anna sat on the bench next to Harry at the table. 

      “Was I wrong in thinking this was a meeting just for the Strangers?” Luca asked pointedly looking at Fern. 

      “Luca!” Jane said angrily. 

      “Why does he have to be here?” 

      “He’s with me. I asked him to come,” Jane said in a firm voice. 

      “But he isn’t a Stranger, Jane. Maybe it’s best he leave,” Anna said somewhat more calmly. 

      “Anna!” Jane started, but Fern interrupted her. 

      “I will leave. I only came to offer my help.” Then he turned and walked out of the cabin. 

      “What the hell is wrong with you all?” Jane turned to face them. “What has Fern ever done to deserve that? He’s only ever been good to you all.” She paused for a moment and sighed tiredly. “I’m asking the wrong question, aren’t I? I should be asking what I have done to deserve this. What have I done? You’ll have to tell me because I have no idea what’s made you so angry with me.” Silence followed until Luca finally spoke up. 

      “Why does everything have to be about you, Jane?” he asked quietly. 

      “You always insist that you know everything,” Harry said. “I can’t speak for the others, but that’s why I’m mad.” There were nods of agreement around the room. 

      “Plus,” Luca said, “don’t you think it’s pathetic, what you’re doing?” 

      “What am I doing?” she asked softly. 

      “To Athena. Both you and Fern are betraying her. You used to hate liars.” 

      The silence was acute, painful. Jane’s eyes narrowed. “Low blow, Luca. I suppose you can’t be expected to realise that this is deeper than all of that.” 

      “No, it isn’t,” he said, “You just wish it was.” 

      Jane’s face changed from angry to hurt in an instant. She looked around at them all for a moment, each one of them fidgeting uncomfortably under her gaze. 

      “I hate myself,” she whispered. “The guilt’s killing me, but I just ... If we are about to go to war, and something happens to him...” She closed her eyes. “I love him. Don’t you get that?” When they didn’t reply, she frowned. “You’re right. Of course you are. I’m disgusting.” Jane stood up and made for the door. 

      “Where are you going?” Anna asked. 

      “If you don’t mind, I think I’d like to be somewhere where I’m not going to be attacked by the people I thought were my best friends. The people I love most.” 

      “You don’t love us most,” Luca said bitterly. “You love Fern.” 

      “Is that what this is about?” Jane turned on Luca. When she got no answer she said, “So am I not allowed to fall in love? Am I only allowed to love one person at a time?” She shook her head and left the room. 

      “Why did you have to go and say that?” 

      “What? You’re blaming this on me?” Luca replied angrily. 

      “Don’t blame him!” Anna said to Harry. 

      “Oh, right. Trust you to turn on me. Why have you been so mean to me lately?” Harry asked, bewildered. 

      “Why don’t you leave Anna out of this?” Luca snapped. “It’s got nothing to do with her.” 

      “Of course it has to do with me!” she replied. 

      “She has as much right to speak as you do,” Harry said. “And we all know what happened when you spoke, don’t we, Luca?” 

      “Yeah, you probably should have kept your mouth shut,” Anna said quietly and Luca turned angrily. Harry cut in. “We all just need to calm down!” 

      “Shut up, Harry!” the other two chorused. 

      “I don’t have to shut up! Why can’t I talk?” 

      “Because you talk crap and you always have,” Anna said, shocking the boys. 

      “Well I’m sorry. I never realised you all felt that way.” 

      “Well now you do, so shut up for a minute,” Luca said. 

      “Leave Harry alone!” Anna said to him. 

      “Why don’t you do us all a favour and shut up too, Anna?” Luca said, still steaming. 

      And so it went on, each snapping at the other. Round and round in circles, below deck they stayed, sailing closer and closer to the end. 

      ***


      “Fern! Wait!” Jane ran to catch up to him, grabbing at his elbow to slow him down. He shrugged her off and kept walking towards the end of the ship. They were on the deck and the day was particularly windy, so she had to yell for him to hear her. 

      “I’m sorry, okay?” 

      He either didn’t hear over the crashing of the waves, or he chose to ignore her apology. 

      “I said, I’m sorry!” 

      “I heard you!” he yelled. 

      “It was nothing against you—they were angry with me.” 

      “Forget about it.” He kept walking, and she tried to catch up with him, but the wind blew her against the railing of the ship so hard that she hit it with a bone-jarring thud. He turned back to her in alarm, but she signalled that she was okay, and he walked on. Jane felt bruised. The skies darkened to an intimidating grey and it started to rain.

      “I’m not going to forget about it until you talk to me!” she yelled at his back. 

      It was hard to see him now, for the rain poured down in torrential sheets, and the wind threatened to knock her over. But she struggled on. Dimly she heard the warning bell. She couldn’t see through the rain, and didn’t know how to get below deck. The horrendous wind whipped the waves up around her. 

      Fern turned and realised that she was struggling, but just as she breathed a sigh of relief, it caught in her throat. 

      High above her, a tremendous wave came crashing down onto the deck. It smashed into Jane and washed her over into the merciless sea. Her body was hurled about by the rough waves, and the last thing she saw before the endless darkness was Fern holding onto the mast, watching her with wide, horrified eyes. 

      Then there was only water. Everywhere. Up her nose, in her eyes and her mouth. It was pulling her down. The waves picked her up and slammed her down. 

      As her head broke the surface, she could dimly see the ship, but it was growing smaller with every second that went by. She felt like she had been in the water for hours, though she knew it could only have been seconds. 

      Jane stayed conscious a long while, her body battered by the waves, but eventually she let go, only to swirl into endless blackness. 

      ***


      Elixia ran up onto the deck with Accolon, her heart racing. It had not been long since she had gone to their cabin yet the weather had changed so quickly. Fern clung desperately to the mast, his eyes scanning the sea. Elixia was battered by the huge winds, and her sight obscured by the sea spray. The skies were now black. Accolon reached Fern before she did, but she arrived in time to hear him say, “Fern, you must come below deck!” 

      Fern blinked, seeming to snap awake, and suddenly there was terror on his face. “Jane ... Jane!” he cried. 

      Accolon looked into the ocean, and Elixia saw his eyes grow wide with horror. 

      “She went over?” he cried, and his words seemed to snap Fern out of his stupefied trance. Without a word, he made to dive over the edge of the ship after Jane, but Accolon was quick, and caught him. 

      “No! What are you doing? I have to save her,” Fern screamed, struggling insanely. 

      “You can’t go in there. If you do, you will die,” Accolon shouted into the wind, desperately holding Fern back. 

      “Don’t you understand? If she dies, I don’t want to live!” 

      His words hit Elixia like a blow, and she started to cry. 

      “Get below deck, Elixia,” Accolon screamed at her, and then turned back to Fern. Her brother was extremely strong but so was Accolon. His arms gripped like iron. 

      Elixia clung to the railing with all the strength she had. Fern’s voice was hoarse from screaming, and he now threw his whole body into ripping free of Accolon’s clutch. 

      “Jane! JANE!” he screamed, and the sound seemed to come from deep inside him. A shriek torn from his soul. 

      Elixia realised that Fern was never going to stop resisting Accolon, no matter how firmly he was held. 

      “Knock him out, Accolon,” she sobbed, as loudly as she could. 

      Turning back to Fern, Accolon struggled into a position to hit him, but it was hard, for the wind was trying to push them both overboard. But before he could raise his fist to knock Fern down, everything changed. 

      Though the rain and wind still lashed them, the seas had calmed. As quickly as the ocean had risen, it was now as calm as a lake. 

      Out of those still waters came Aegir, the sea god, and in his arms he carried Jane. He put her limp body down onto the deck, and Accolon finally let Fern go. 

      “She will live,” Aegir said quietly and there was a different kind of cry in the air then. Elixia realised that he was talking to her, and she tried to compose herself. 

      “Thank you, Aegir. She is very precious to us all.” 

      “Yes. I see,” he said, nodding towards the group of people who had come to huddle over the still form of Jane. “It was not her time to die. She has important things to do here, even if she does not yet know them. Nevertheless, she is safe for now. The storm will rage again—it is not in me to hold it back much longer. I bid you goodbye.” Then he was gone. 

      Elixia watched the sea for a moment, then shouted. 

      “Quickly! We must get her below deck before the storm starts again.” 

      Elixia’s words brought them all to their senses. Fern insisted on carrying Jane below deck despite his exhaustion. He laid her on the bed in her cabin, and Elixia made Accolon and Fern leave them. 

      She gently stripped Jane’s drenched clothes from her body. Elixia dried her and arranged the single pearl that always hung around Jane’s neck. Jane looked deathly pale and her lips were slightly blue. Parts of her were badly bruised and Elixia took great care. Jane’s dark hair lay in tangles over the pillow, but somehow, lying so helplessly, she looked more beautiful than ever. Elixia felt a warm power radiating from the pearl. 

      Elixia left the cabin and found Fern waiting by the door. “She is powerful. Did you know...?” Elixia looked to her brother and made a gesture towards the girl lying on the bed, covered with a blanket. 

      He went to her side. “Yes. I’ve known she’s special for some time now,” he said quietly, stroking her cheek. “She is just so much more than I deserve,” he breathed. 

      Elixia was alarmed, for Fern was not a man inclined towards self-pity. But of course he thought himself to blame for her ordeal. It was always the way. 

      “Fern, listen to me,” she said urgently, firmly. “This was not your fault.” 

      He looked at her for a moment, then said, “Aegir said it himself. It was not her time, she was above deck in the storm because she was trying to talk to me. She could have died because of me.” He paused for a moment, and when he spoke again, his face was dark. “It is too dangerous for her to be around me.” 

      Elixia shook her head. “Fern, you’re being foolish.” 

      He shook his head bluntly. “No. I’ve put her in danger too many times. I need to get her away from me.” 

      “She will not listen,” the queen said slowly. “As long as you still love her, she will follow you.” 

      “Then she must be convinced that I do not love her,” he said flatly. 

      “You cannot,” Elixia pleaded. “It would be cruel.” 

      “This relationship can only cause her pain. Help me, sister.” 

      Elixia sighed, closing her eyes. “You must make her believe she has wronged you and that you cannot love her for it,” she said, a harshness in her voice. 

      “I can’t do that!” 

      “You must. It is the only way. You asked for my help, now take it.” 

      “What if I—” he tried, but she stopped him. 

      “She will not believe you otherwise.” Then she softened her voice. “This is the only way.” 

      He put his head in his hands, his body shaking. Then he looked up. “But she has done no wrong.” 

      “Nothing at all? There must be something.” 

      “No,” he sighed as though remembering something. “There is one thing, perhaps...” 

      Elixia wanted to stay with him, but he sent her away. 

      She went back to her room and climbed into bed. She didn’t sleep. Her mind was filled with sorrow for her brother. He had always made sure that he would never care enough about anyone to let them hurt him. She had truly believed that he would never fall in love, never make a commitment to anyone, but just continue through life as though it was entirely about having fun. 

      She let her mind slip over her conversation with Accolon in that very room, not long before. 

      She had come down to be alone after their conversation on deck, but it had not been long before Accolon followed her. 

      “Elixia. You are too kind and too lovely to be lied to. Satine ... she is my life. I can’t explain this very well, but I have to try and protect her as best I can. I promised someone a very long time ago. The truth is, though, I love you too. You’re my wife, and that means so much.” 

      That would have to be enough for her. “I know, Accolon. I know. I can be your wife, and I can live with the sort of love you can give me. But you must promise me something.” 

      “Anything, Elixia,” he said without hesitation. 

      She took a deep breath. 

      “I want you to promise me that you will never be unfaithful.” 

      “Elixia—what do you think of me?” 

      “Even with Satine,” she said quietly, and saw him falter. 

      There was a long hesitation before he replied, and he did so whilst avoiding her eyes. “I promise I will never be unfaithful to you.” 

      And that was when they heard the noise from the deck. They had been so engrossed in each other that they had not noticed the raging storm going on around them. 

      ***


      Jane woke to the gentle slapping of the waves against the hull. Fern slept in a chair opposite the bed. She registered pain. Her body felt like it had been beaten. Every inch of her ached. Then she remembered the waves, her chest filling with water. The ship had sailed away, and she had not been on it. 

      “Fern,” she croaked, and he stirred. 

      “Jane. How are you?” he asked quickly.. 

      “Sore,” she croaked. “How did I get here?” 

      “Aegir brought you back to the ship,” he said, and her eyes opened wide in amazement. 

      “Aegir the sea god?” He nodded. “Why?” 

      “He said it was not your time to die, and that you were much too important to let go. That there are wonderful things you have yet to do before it’s your time,” Fern said, brushing his hands through his hair. 

      Jane turned away and shut her eyes. Fern continued, “Do not think about it now. Rest and recover.” 

      “Yes,” she said, banishing other thoughts from her mind. “I’m sorry about—” 

      “It doesn’t matter in the least. You were the one punished with my stupidity. Forgive me,” he said, not looking at her. 

      “Of course, Fern. Of course. How could I not?” she said with a laugh. She stopped laughing, however, when he didn’t reply and instead avoided her eyes. 

      “Fern? What’s wrong?” In answer, he stood up and turned his back on her. 

      ***


      He must tell her this outright. He couldn’t even look at her as he said it. He couldn’t bear to see her lovely face. 

      He was an actor though. It was what he did best, putting on this front for everyone to see. 

      “This cannot continue,” he said hoarsely. He felt her go still behind him. 

      “Why?” she asked after a long time. “Because of Athena?” 

      “Because I don’t love you anymore,” he said without faltering. 

      There was a long silence in which he couldn’t bear to look back at her, even to see her expression. 

      “Oh,” she said quietly. “Why are you doing this?” she asked, and he heard the break in her voice. 

      “I am simply telling you the truth. We are too different. We’re from different worlds.” 

      “That doesn’t matter, Fern. You don’t have to do this,” she said. 

      “Jane, listen. I don’t love you. I was just having fun. I never thought you would take it this seriously.” 

      She started to cry. Her head was in her hands, and she cried so softly that he could hardly hear her, but he could see her body shuddering. 

      “Jane ... I...” he tried to say something that could help her, but there was nothing. She took a deep breath and stopped crying. She looked up at him, and he could see the tears still in her eyes. There wasn’t a time when she didn’t look beautiful, he thought with despair. 

      “Then you’ve been lying to me since the day we met? Everything has been a lie?” she asked. 

      He shrugged, feigning indifference. 

      “And that kiss?” she pressed, her voice harsh now. 

      “Jane, you’re just making this harder on yourself.” 

      “I don’t believe you. I don’t believe you’re so pathetic. Tell me why you have changed. Why don’t you love me still?” Her voice was rough. 

      “Because you betrayed me,” he whispered, realising that he had to go one step further. 

      “How?” she asked, her eyes shocked. 

      “Because you love him!” he hissed. 

      “Who?” she asked, starting to cry again. 

      “Luca. You love him, and you lied to me,” Fern said harshly. “I’ve seen how you are with him.” 

      “No! No, Fern. That isn’t true,” she cried. “Why would you even think that?” 

      “Don’t lie to me!” he screamed. “I know you do! Stop lying!” 

      “Oh no,” Jane sobbed. “No! Where is this coming from?” 

      “I cannot trust you!” he hissed, desperate to get through this. “Without trust there can be no love!” he roared and threw the chair into the wall so that it smashed into pieces. 

      She gasped in fright and he stopped. 

      “But I love you. Not him,” she said. “I have never loved him—” 

      “That is enough,” Fern muttered flatly, and then he left, her sobs all he could hear, not allowing himself a final look, or a final word. 

      Only when the door was closed did he let his own tears fall. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 38

      The Armada arrived on the Western side of Lapis Matyr. Once ashore they moved quickly through the deserted lands of the country. Apart from the armies of allies who waited for them, there was no sign of life. They found themselves standing amidst an endless wasteland, whipped by a bitterly cold wind that bit into their flesh. In the distance they could see chasms in the ground, great billowing pits—the famous fire pits. 

      A small portion of the army from Cynis Witron was mounted on large war horses. Nuitdor was brought forth for Fern to ride, and he joined this unit of cavalry. 

      “Why are there so few horses?” Harry asked Fern. 

      “Horses are rare in Paragor.” 

      The army from Tirana was a fearsome sight. They wore black hoods and cloaks, with strange black tattoos on their faces. Weapons were hidden under their garments. Their eyes shone hungrily from inside their hoods, they were excited to be on the eve of war. The women from Frescana wore but scraps of material, leaving their bronzed skin bare to the chill of early winter. They each held a long double-ended spear and an array of knives strapped over their bodies. 

      The rest of the army were foot soldiers from Uns Lapodis and Cynis Witron, and all were dressed plainly in war garb, each carrying a long straight sword at their belt and axes on their backs. Of the eight thousand people gathered, there were three women who were not fighting, two male Strangers, plus a small group of healers. 

      They marched for many days, occasionally coming across destroyed villages, desolate in the aftermath of Leostrial’s conquest. There was only one dock, and it was on the other side of the small country, adjoining the city of Burmia. That was where the army was headed. They had avoided landing near they city, wanting their attack to be one of surprise. Sailing into the only dock in Lapis Matyr under the eyes of Leostrial would have been as obvious as dancing naked in front of his face. 

      It turned out that the smoke wafting out of the gigantic chasms was from burning hot lava simmering far below. The pits had been there long before Leostrial came to Lapis Matyr, and would be there long after he left. 

      Their days were long, Accolon pushing them through the nights with only occasional breaks. Accolon, Fern, Cornelius, and Liam commanded different divisions of the army, and under each senior commander, there were groups of smaller commanders, Terret among them, each in charge of a few hundred men. 

      Fern was having doubts about his father’s ability to command a unit, for he was well past his prime fighting years. The battle in the valley against the sabre-tooths had proven that. But Cornelius was still King of Cynis Witron, so in the end he had the final say. In the heat of battle, Fern was not going to be able to look out for him as he’d always done. 

      On the fifth day of their march, the city came into view. Those who had seen it under Altor’s reign groaned in sorrow for it had been transformed from a sparkling city of peace and freedom into a dark fortress. The bright turquoise flags that had flapped in the wind, displaying the white eagle emblem of the house of Altor, had been replaced by flags of blood red, with a black, weeping eye in the centre. The army of thousands looked upon it, and shivered as one, for it had been enchanted by Leostrial to fill his enemies with fear. 

      But they only looked upon the shattered city and its evil flag for a moment, for there was a much more confronting sight in front of them. Lined up before them was the army of Leostrial, waiting quietly for their arrival. Thousands upon thousands of soldiers hardened by hatred and ready for blood stared hungrily at them. There were so many that Accolon and Fern could not fathom from where they had come. There was also a large pack of sabre-tooths, and some sort of variation of the creature that was much bigger, being ridden by men. 

      A large hill rose up on their left, and the sea lay to their right. It was a good place for one-on-one combat fighting, but not for a siege, as they had expected. 

      The fact that there were so many foes, and more surprisingly, the fact that they were waiting for them, greatly perplexed Accolon and his allies. 

      “It must have been Satine,” Fern said softly. 

      “What? Satine would never have betrayed us!” Accolon said. 

      “If she could betray Leostrial, then she could do the same to us,” Liam said. 

      “No. She must have been tortured,” Accolon said, half to himself, half to Fern. 

      “That is a possibility. But she may have just told him of her own accord. Either way, the outcome is the same. The battle has been changed, and so have the odds. We are no longer besieging the city. Only numbers can win out in these conditions. That is what you have to worry about. Leave Satine until we win this.” 

      “An outcome that is becoming increasingly unlikely,” Accolon said, staring out at the sea of enemies. “They outnumber us two to one. I was counting on us leading a surprise attack on the city. Maybe then we could have won. But now...” 

      “Correct me if I’m wrong,” Liam said, his accent heavy, “but haven’t we entered this war with the belief that the six will come and defeat the evil? Well, if you are willing to place your faith in the prophecy, then they will save us no matter how bad the odds are.” Silence reigned over the flat plains. 

      “Ah,” Liam nodded, “Unless of course you don’t completely believe in the prophecy.” 

      Accolon said tersely, “What I believe is irrelevant. Call a halt. Tell everyone to set up camp for the night. I shall organise a herald for first light.” 

      ***


      Ria had come with them, not because she wanted to, but because she had to. In order to get home to her father, she’d tried to organise passage on a ship to Cynis Witron, but every vessel had been deployed for the war. The idea of being left alone, without anyone she knew, was terrifying. She had jumped aboard one of the vessels bound for war, thinking it was one of the ships headed to Cynis Witron, and was now stuck in Lapis Matyr with the army, camping with the healers for the night. Hardly anyone knew she was there, including Luca, and for that she was very glad. She had no intention of advertising her presence to him—they hadn’t spoken since Amalia, because she felt she had nothing to offer him. Not when he was Bright One, and destined for so much. Ria stumbled into Jane once, who looked exhausted. 

      “Ria! I had no idea you were coming! Although that was a bit of a stupid thing to assume, wasn’t it? I’m sorry I’ve just been thinking of myself a lot lately and everyone else around me seems to be paying for it—” she said in a breath and then cut herself short. 

      “Jane, are you all right?” Ria asked. 

      Jane sighed and let her shoulders slump. “Don’t listen to me. Sorry, you’ve got way more important things to think about. I admire the fact that you came all this way to fight—this isn’t the most encouraging world for girls,” she said with a smile. 

      Ria scratched her arm and looked at the ground. 

      “I’m not exactly sure that I would be much help.” she murmured. 

      Jane looked at her. “Oh. Sorry. I just assumed—” 

      “No, it’s not that I don’t want to fight, Jane, or that I’m scared or anything ... It’s just...” 

      “None of my business,” Jane said. She paused for a moment, and then her expression softened and she reached out to touch Ria’s arm. “I probably wouldn’t be here if I had the choice either,” she said with a weary smile. 

      Ria looked about her and seemed to make up her mind about something. 

      “Listen, Jane. Do you think you could do something for me?” 

      “Sure.” 

      “You see, no one really knows I’m here, and women aren’t actually supposed to fight. Could you get me some armour and a weapon? Just ask Accolon or Fern. Say it’s for you.” 

      “It won’t fit you, and won’t they think it’s strange that I’m getting two sets of armour? And I could never carry it to you—you know how big and heavy it is.” 

      “Please, Jane, I need you to do this for me. At least try. Please?” Ria hated to plead, but if she was to fight, then she would need armour and a weapon. 

      Jane hesitated for a moment, then said, “All right. What sort of weapon?” 

      “A sword. Long and straight, but not too big. The smallest armour you can find.” 

      Jane headed off towards the camp. 

      “Thank you!” Ria called after her, and Jane waved her hand above her head without turning back. 

      ***


      Jane hurried through the crowd of men setting up camp, searching for a small set of armour. If she asked Fern or Accolon it would be too suspicious, because she already had her armour. They had not been at all pleased about her fighting, but because she was a Bright One, they had allowed her. 

      The men stopped work as she passed in order to nod their heads in obeisance. At first she had tried to stop people from doing so, but she soon gave up. 

      “Excuse me, sir,” she said to a young, slight man, with mousy brown hair and a sad look. 

      He looked up at her, startled, and said, “Aye, ma’am?” 

      “I’m looking for some armour, for myself.” 

      “For yourself?” he asked. 

      “You do know who I am, don’t you?” she asked and he nodded dumbly. “And don’t you think it would be a good idea for me to have some armour if I am to fight for Paragor?” 

      “Why, aye o’ course m’lady, that’s exactly what I’m worried aboot! How is it that ye not have any already?” 

      “Well I ... I had some but ... Look, all you need to worry yourself with is the fact that I don’t have it anymore. Anything you could give me would be appreciated. What’s your name?” 

      “Luque, my lady,” he said shyly. 

      Jane decided that a bit of charm and flattery might do the job better. “Luque, yes, a name that shows courage. I would be very grateful if you could help me however you can, Luque. I don’t forget people I am indebted to,” Jane said, trying to smile dazzlingly. 

      It seemed to have worked, because he flushed and said, “Aye, m’lady. I will gladly give ye my own. I am nae really sure it will be worthy though—ye are somewhat ... higher born than I am.” 

      Jane smiled. “Actually, Luque, my dad’s unemployed and my mum’s a primary school teacher. I’m no ‘higher born’ than anyone here.” 

      He stared at her in bewilderment and she sighed. 

      “Thanks, Luque, anything’s fine.” 

      He bowed his head and handed her the sack used to carry his armour. 

      “Thank you,” she said seriously, and this time she really meant it—seeing his young face as he handed her his only means of defence gave her a sick feeling in her stomach, and it was all she could do to stop herself from handing it straight back. 

      “I shall remember this favour you have done for me,” she told him warmly then turned away quickly. She would find him when this was over, if both of them were still alive, and make sure she thanked him properly. 

      Jane carried the armour back to Ria’s tent. Entering without notice she found the girl holding a stick in front of her as if it were a sword, and waving it around in complex manoeuvres. It was then she realised she had forgotten the sword. 

      “What’s wrong?” Ria asked, turning to the door. 

      “I forgot to ask for a sword,” she said, dumping the armour on the ground. “Try that on for size. It’s probably the smallest I’m going to find here.” 

      “Thank you. I owe you a debt. But the sword...?” 

      “Yes, I’ll find you one,” Jane said. 

      In truth, it was probably best for her to keep active or she might be forced to think about certain things. She had not spoken to Fern properly since the morning in the cabin, and even now, just thinking his name caused her hands to shake and her chest to ache with hollowness. 

      She could not ask Fern for a sword, and none of the soldiers would be willing to give up their own, so she went off to find Accolon. 

      Jane found him in his tent, peering closely at the maps of Elendial. Looking up, he waved her in. 

      “Hi, Accolon. How’s everything going?” 

      “Not particularly well.” 

      “Oh. Damn. I’ve, uh, been wanting to tell you that you shouldn’t wait for us ... the Strangers, I mean, to do anything. We might know how to help eventually, but don’t rely on us.” Jane felt bad about having left it so late to tell him this, but she’d truly been hoping the answers would come to them. 

      “What do you think we’re doing? If your attitude has shown me nothing else, then it has at least shown me that you have not the slightest idea of what to do, and I’ve taken heed of this. We all have. It is why I am so worried about trying to win this war,” he said. 

      “Right. Well ... I came because I need a sword.” 

      “What for? You already have a sword—a beautiful one.” 

      “I know, but before we left, Fern said he might teach me how to use two. He said it was a much more effective way of fighting. I would like to try it.” 

      “You can’t possibly think that you could learn to use two swords in a few hours? It’s difficult, even for the best of warriors. And you aren’t very deft with one. I don’t think it’s a good idea, Jane.” 

      “I’ve improved a great deal since you last saw me fight, Accolon.” 

      “Jane, what if you hurt yourself? You wouldn’t be able to fight in the real battle.” Jane sighed. She had known this wasn’t going to work, but she had no idea what else to say to him. 

      “All right, I’ll tell you the truth. My sword is broken.” 

      “Broken? How did it get broken?” he asked in alarm. 

      “I ... uh, was practising and I hit my opponents sword a little too hard and it broke ... in half.” 

      “In half? How hard did you hit it? Let me see it.” 

      “Don’t you believe me?” she asked, feigning offence. 

      “Of course I believe you, I just find it amazing that a sword like that could snap in half with one blow. I would like to see it.” He sounded amazed, and Jane had a mad desire to burst into laughter. 

      “You can’t. Uh ... I threw it away.” 

      “Where did you throw it?” he asked incredulously. 

      “Just ... down a fire pit.” 

      “A fire pit! It could have been reforged! You snuck away with a broken sword and threw it into a pit then carelessly ask for a new one?” 

      Jane fought hard to keep the smile from her face as she nodded. Accolon directed her to one of his own swords, saying that it was the best he could give her. She left the tent ignoring Accolon’s mumblings. 

      “I’ll never understand those four.” 

      ***


      Jane chose the smallest sword she could find and ran towards the healing tent. Looking behind her to make sure no one was watching her, she ran headlong into someone’s chest and was knocked flat onto the ground. Looking up, she was aghast to see Fern staring down at her. 

      “Jane! Are you all right?” he asked, reaching to help her. 

      She jumped up and was only just able to evade his hands by side-stepping around him. 

      “I’m fine,” she called over her shoulder as she raced to put as much distance between them as she could. Humiliation washed over her. 

      She arrived at the tent, her breath coming in ragged gasps, and handed the sword to Ria. 

      “Thank you, Jane.” 

      “Yeah, well I made myself look like a total idiot getting it for you,” she said. 

      “Sorry,” Ria said. 

      Suddenly Jane began to giggle. Soon she was laughing hysterically, and Ria was looking at her as though she had gone mad. 

      “What’s so funny?” she asked her. 

      “I told Accolon I broke my other sword and threw it into a fire pit,” she said in between giggles. 

      “And he believed you?” Ria asked, and this sent Jane into further fits of laughter. She told Ria more of what had happened, and soon the girl was laughing beside her. 

      As Jane walked back to her own tent, men everywhere stared at her—laughter was not a sound they expected to hear on the eve of battle. But she was a Bright One, and they were known for acting strangely. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 39

      At dawn, the soldiers lined up. It was then that the snow began to fall. Lined in perfect columns, Leostrial’s men were an army of deadly warriors, and the sight of them chilled every onlooker. 

      Accolon’s heralds rode out to meet Leostrial and his heralds. In the group were Fern, Accolon, Vezzet, and the four strangers, each with weapons close to hand. The other leaders had stayed behind, readying the army. 

      None of them had ever seen Leostrial, except for Jane in her vision, and Harry at a distance, but there was no doubt in anyone’s mind that this plainly-clad warrior was he. It was his eyes that gave him away. His were the darkest eyes any of them had ever seen. Satine sat atop a large black horse on his right-hand side, she stared blankly at them all, avoiding their eyes. She looked lovely, and fearsome. Her long blonde hair flowed out behind her and there were two swords in her belt—she was here to fight. 

      Each one of them, including Leostrial, was aware that Accolon had not taken his eyes from her, and Jane wished that he would, for Leostrial’s face seemed to grow darker with every second that he stared. 

      Above them flew the two banners of each army. One was of a hateful black weeping eye, and the other was of a pair of dove’s wings—the banner of ‘the army of good’, as they had called themselves. 

      “I shall give you the chance to surrender here and now, and you will all be permitted to leave unharmed,” Leostrial spoke in a quiet, clear voice. A man on a horse rode forth and handed to Accolon a smaller copy of the banner that flew above Leostrial. Accolon unrolled it and held it up for all to see what it was. Then, in one swift movement, he rolled it back into a ball, and hurled it high into the sky. Without a word of order, the archers from the front line of his army raised their bows, and each let loose an arrow. And every single arrow sailed through the air and pierced the flag before it hit the ground. 

      “Very well. You have chosen death,” Leostrial said. 

      But before he could leave, Accolon called, “Wait! There is another matter which must be resolved here and now.” 

      They all froze. “Satine, you have done your job well. Return to us.” 

      The army turned to look at Satine, who had manoeuvred her horse alongside Leostrial’s. 

      “No, Accolon,” Satine said quietly. “I’m sorry. I’ll not be joining you. My place is here, with my country. I should never have left. I wish you could understand that Leostrial does not want to destroy this land, but make it prosper. I know you, though. You will not change your mind now. Let us hope we do not come upon one another in the heat of the battle.” 

      Accolon’s face hardened and he said, “Let us hope that. I do not hope, however, to miss coming across the man who has so hardened you to the voice of reason and compassion. And love.” 

      A shadow crossed her face then and Jane thought that Satine might cry. “He has not hardened me to love,” Satine said, not looking at Leostrial, but at Accolon. It looked like it hurt her to say. 

      Accolon narrowed his eyes at her. “You love him?” 

      “Does that matter?” 

      “Yes. Of course it does.” 

      She shrugged. “Then yes.” 

      “Then I pity you as I have never done, for to love a man with no heart is to have no heart yourself.” 

      Leostrial had been silent throughout the exchange, but now he moved forward. “That is enough,” he murmured, his voice commanding and filled with authority. “Do not speak to Satine like this because you are heart-sore and jealous,” he said to Accolon. “I had heard that you were a great warrior and a great leader.” Was it disappointment Jane could hear in his voice? 

      “Why does it matter how I behave? All you wish for is our deaths.” 

      The warlord shook his head slowly. “You have chosen to fight, so you must die. Satine is not coming back to you.” He paused for a minute and then went on. “I fear I have another great disappointment for you.” His eyes flickered momentarily to where Vezzet was sitting atop his horse, but before he could say anything, the young chancellor kicked his mount into a gallop and rode forth to stand next to Leostrial. 

      Vezzet’s eyes gleamed with a malice and he watched them all with a sly smile. “You must feel foolish,” he said wickedly. “To have fallen for me so utterly and completely!” 

      “You monster!” Anna shrieked. 

      Her face was pale, and her eyes glowed with fury. Jane’s own anger sparked as she looked at her friend. 

      Vezzet only laughed. “You were the worst of all, my darling,” he crooned. “So gullible. How easy it was to make you think that Tomasso was the traitor.” 

      “All those times you talked to me of the strange looks he gave you,” Vezzet went on, “about how he never stopped staring at you. You thought he was trying to find out about you because you were a Stranger, but all the time he watched you with love.” He laughed again, and Anna swayed on her horse. Harry was closest to her, and he reached out to steady her, taking her hand. 

      Vezzet turned to face the rest. “You killed the wrong man!” he gloated. “He was suspicious of me the entire time, but you believed me, the simple stuttering assistant chancellor, even though he was not as smart as his master. But I was the smarter one after all, wasn’t I?” 

      “You are a fool, Vezzet,” Jane said softly. “For to turn your back on an army with such power is a folly bigger than you know. We will come for you when this is done. You will have nothing left, no place to hide. 

      “At the end you will realise who we are and what a mistake you have made in betraying us. The gods rot your soul, Vezzet.” The words poured from Jane. The earth fell silent around her. 

      Vezzet drew back away from her brilliant, terrifying gaze and Leostrial peered at her as though she were a rare gem. 

      “Who are you?” he asked after a time. 

      “I am...” A name floated into her mind and she knew it was her true name, but then it was gone again, completely lost to her. 

      Around her neck, the white pearl glowed and throbbed. “I am the gods’ victorious smile. There will come a time when I shall rid this place of evil as I long ago vowed. I am the fear in the hearts of your men, and you know that I will come for you, Leostrial. This is not your land, not your kingdom. You do not belong here.” 

      A cold wind blew over the silent soldiers and a charge of electricity ran between Jane and Leostrial. Finally Vezzet broke the spell with a shriek. 

      “You cannot scare us with your words!” 

      “That is enough!” Leostrial said and Vezzet fell silent. Leostrial’s face was still a cool mask. 

      Fern spoke up. “Let us now do what we came here to do.” 

      Jane gave him a sideways look. 

      “You are Prince Fern of Cynis Witron?” Leostrial asked. 

      Fern ignored him. “Leostrial, we came here to stop you from attacking the gods. The outcome would be disastrous. We are going to fight you. If we must die trying to stop you, then so be it. But understand this: we are fighting for what we believe in—every single one of us. Can you say the same for your own army?” 

      Jane shivered at his fierce determination. 

      “No, I cannot,” Leostrial said without hesitation. “But I too am fighting for what I believe in, and you will see that my determination and power is enough for the rest of them,” he said, waving a hand to encompass his army. He frowned then, and added, “It is a pity you are all so young.” 

      Fern shouted, “Then let us begin!” and a chorus of war cries erupted from the battlefield. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 40

      The Heralds Rode quickly back to their armies amidst screams of anticipation. Prince Fern addressed the armies of Paragor. 

      “Heed me, people of Paragor!” 

      Silence again fell over the plain. 

      “It is a terrible day when we must turn on our brother country, but we have come here today to fight for our lives and the lives of our children. We must fight for our wives, our sisters, our mothers. We have come here to fight for Paragor and the gods! No honour is greater! 

      “Today is the day we fight, and today is the day we win!” A great cheer went up. 

      “Blood shall be spilt and lives shall be taken. I feel honoured and privileged to stand beside each of you in battle and fight for our beloved country. Take your destiny in your hands!” 

      “For Fern!” they cried. 

      “For Paragor!” 

      Fern raised his sword and the armies ran forth. Waves of warriors washed in to meet each other with the clang of steel. Blood flowed and shouts turned to screams. 

      The ferocious attack on fellow humans, the shriek of horses and people, the crunching of bones and the slicing of flesh, the blood pouring onto the perfect white snow below them was enough to put an arrow in the heart of every man and woman there. The good and bad died together in the softly falling snow. 

      The Kabduh soldiers fought valiantly, each brandishing two curved swords, killing hundreds of Leostrial’s men between them. 

      The Amazonians fought bravely, rarely using their blades and instead fighting mercilessly with their long brutal poles. 

      The sabre-tooths with their evil riders were the most difficult to kill—for all except the immortal warriors, the El~ariah, who cut a terrible path straight through the centre of Leostrial’s army, singing an ancient tribal song as they killed. But Leostrial’s army was too big. If all but the El~araih died, the immortal warriors would have no choice but to kill themselves rather than serve Leostrial. 

      Leostrial’s men began to gain ground—they would not stop until there was no one left. The cold wind of death washed over the battlefield. 

      It was then, just as hope began to fade from the armies of Paragor, that an army of light rode from the horizon and stood on the hill next to the battle. The ultimate army of beauty and deadliness, the ancient immortals. And so Blaise’s one true wish was fulfilled. 

      The army of Elves had come. They lined up on the hill and they raised their bows, notched with arrows, and rained death onto the battlefield. Cries of jubilation again rang out from the battlefield, and a new determination flourished inside Accolon’s army. 

      The Elves held their position on the high ground as decoys for Leostrial’s archers where they could not be reached. 

      But it was soon apparent that the Elvish fighters could not bring the army of good the advantage needed to win the battle. 

      Jane stood, knee deep in red snow, taking ragged breaths into her exhausted lungs. She looked around at the carnage and the exhausted fighters. She could see Harry, and Luca fighting near her. Harry dodged out of harm’s way, clumsily swinging his sword. Luca was deathly pale, and hammered blows on Leostrial’s men all around. 

      Anna was behind them safely away from the battle, helping the healers as best she could. 

      Suddenly there was a cry from Jane’s right, and as she turned to see from where it had come, a tall figure loomed in front of her, his sword raised. She gasped in terror and threw herself aside, barely missing the heavy blade’s arc. Jane jarred her knee as she fell to the ground, but there was no time to think about it. Rolling to the side, she only just managed to avoid the next blow. Heaving her sword into the air, she used its heavy momentum to propel it forward into the soldier’s calf. He cried out in pain as it connected with his flesh. 

      Jane tried to run when the man’s hand reached out to grip her shoulder, pulling her to the ground in front of him. Winded, she looked up into his blue eyes for just a second. But that was all, because he was already leaning forward to stab his knife into her. Without thinking, Jane lifted her sword, hoping to block his attack, and was shocked to see it slice into his unprotected neck. 

      The man opened his mouth in surprise, his eyes widening. He made a gurgling sound, and collapsed on top of Jane. She shrieked and tried to lift him off her, his blood already all over her. It smelt hot and steely and made her gag. 

      Panicked tears sprang to her eyes as she desperately tried to escape the heavy load, becoming more hysterical with every moment she remained trapped. Thankfully, just then the body was wrenched off her and sprawled onto the ground next to her. Jane looked down at herself, completely covered in blood, and whimpered. 

      “Jane!” a voice from above her said. “Are you all right, my love?” 

      It was Fern. Jane pulled ragged breaths into her lungs, trying to stop her tears and letting him help her to her feet. She nodded mutely. 

      “Go and help, Anna,” he said. “It’s too dangerous for you here.” 

      She shook her head angrily. “Don’t talk to me.” And with that she moved away from him, making sure not to look back. 

      She gazed up the hill to her right, and took in the magnificent sight of the Elves lined up. She thought of Blaise, and launched herself into the fray once more, trying not to think of the man she had just killed. 

      Jane was set upon by another soldier dropping to the ground, she felt his sword miss her by inches. She waited until the swing of the blade’s momentum took the man off his balance, and she swung her own sword into one of his ankles. 

      Clumsily she pulled it out and swung it to her right. It was blocked and she received a heavy blow to her right shoulder. Then without pause, another blow crunched into her left knee and she sprawled onto the ground. 

      Jane’s long hair had been concealed under her helmet, but now it flew off, revealing the girl underneath. The soldier faltered and Jane grappled for her sword in time to block the killing blow. She rolled out from underneath the blade, and struck him unconscious. 

      The men around her paused for a split second. 

      “Don’t stop fighting because I’m a woman!” she screamed at them, and then with a wild swing, she struck two men, one across the chest and another through the neck, jarring her wrist with the impact. 

      But there were too many. Slowly she was surrounded. Jane realised she was going to die. There was no way that she could overcome all of them. 

      Suddenly the men around her began to drop their swords and shriek in pain and horror. Their cries froze Jane to the spot and she shuddered at the horrific sound. 

      ***


      Ria was near to the front of the battle, very close to Accolon, though he had not yet noticed her. Men were dying all around, even the Elves with their bows couldn’t save them. 

      It was in that moment that it came to her like a slap in the face. What she had to do. And so, as Ria had previously sung of life, she now sang of death. Not the melancholy tune of the tavern in Luglio, but a full-throated cry. 

      She poured herself into the singing of this killing song, for no other could sing such a powerful threnody, a lamentation for the dead. 

      Her song rang out over the battlefield, freezing everyone in their tracks and driving them powerless to the ground. At first it reached out only to those around her, knocking them down so that they writhed in excruciating pain. But soon it crept further and further over the battlefield, dropping fighters everywhere. 

      So powerful was her song that it overcame her, setting her body alight with pain. The sound became like a kind of shrieking wail that hurt the ears even more. 

      It had not yet reached Leostrial and, before his entire army was destroyed, with a whistle that pierced the air for miles, he called for his creature. 

      Locktar. 

      The huge black wival appeared on the horizon, dark power emanating from its body with each beat of its wings. It was a beast trained to kill, but it took time to reach the battle, time in which every soldier from the army of good felt the dread rising. The black creature of nightmares came closer and closer. 

      ***


      Anna watched Locktar rise up on his colossal wings and swoop towards them. In that moment all her nightmares came rushing back. All thoughts of Vezzet and Tomasso quickly vanished, and she thought only of how she was going to die. So much time she had had to prepare, but now that the moment was here, the fear was crippling. 

      It took only moments for Locktar to reach the battle. Anna watched as the beast swooped down and plucked Ria from the ground, instantly ceasing her death song. Men who had been in agony collapsed in relief to the ground. Locktar held the singer with tight talons gripping her chest. 

      Anna watched in horror as Locktar flew above her, higher and higher into the air, and she knew that he meant to drop the poor girl to her death. 

      She was staring into the sky when Locktar suddenly looked down at Anna, and his red eyes burned into hers. 

      But what Anna recognised in those eyes was not hatred or evil. It was longing. 

      A desperate need to escape. 

      Anna felt something then. Something inside her. A connection, a realisation. 

      “Locktar!” she screamed, and the beast whipped his head around to face the now tiny speck on the ground. The fighting paused so that all could watch the scene that was playing out. 

      “Come to me!” Anna’s words reached up through the sky and were heard clearly by the dragon. They held an authority that most had never heard before. But Locktar did not come to her. He wanted to—how he wanted to—but he could not. He had been taught, from birth, to serve darkness and to hate everything good. 

      “You shall not give in to the darkness!” Anna screamed. “Look to the light! Let it take you, and come to me!” Locktar swooped lower, but still he did not land. There was a battle raging inside him, for all to see. His nostrils flared and puffed smoke, his eyes darted in panic. 

      “You shall yield to me!” Anna shrieked one final time, and her words were so full of power, that Locktar did exactly that. 

      The beast came screeching to the ground, dropped Ria, and stood raging before Anna, his breathing loud and fast. 

      Very slowly, Anna stepped towards the beast. He threw his head back and roared, the sound cracking into the sky and terrifying everyone who heard it. Anna froze, then carefully approached Locktar. 

      “Anna! What are you doing?” Harry yelled at her. “You’ll be killed!” 

      Anna reached out, holding her breath, never breaking eye contact with the dragon, and touched him. She laid her hand very gently on his scales. His breathing was laboured and hot smoke puffed out from his nostrils. Ignoring the shouts of protest, she climbed onto the back of the wival and sat carefully behind the wings, trying hard to hold onto the creature’s slippery scales. 

      Locktar lifted off the ground and Anna gripped on tightly. The dragon shrieked with anger at the fact that he had been harnessed by yet another. He screamed and bucked in fury. 

      Anna hung on for her life, because they were now far above the ground. “Locktar! Stop! Yield to me! Yield to goodness!” she whispered. 

      Locktar gave one last, gigantic buck, and then stilled, his heartbeat calming and his breathing slowing. She had him. 

      “Fly, Locktar,” Anna said now, stroking his head. So he did. She soared with the great creature, taking huge dives and swoops. 

      But there was no time to rejoice in their newfound connection, for below them the battle began to rage again. 

      ***


      The battle went on and on. Ria’s song had slowed everything down, but it had not stopped it completely. 

      The sun was lowering. They had been fighting for a full day. Satine could only go through the movements. She didn’t want to kill these people. 

      There was a ghastly point when she had encountered Accolon, and they could only stare upon each other. 

      “Why?” he had asked again, calling over the horrendous battle sounds. 

      Hardening her face and her heart, Satine replied, “I have told you this already, Accolon. You know why.” And then because she could not help it, “Now is not the time.” 

      Leostrial had fought for some of the day, but had retired to the back of the ranks for the evening. Too exhausted to go on, Satine made her way back to his tent. 

      “Satine,” he said as she entered and collapsed into a chair. Altor was sitting next to him and as she looked at her son, Satine saw him open his eyes and shake his head as if he’d been asleep. She looked at Leostrial. 

      “What’s going on?” she asked quickly. Altor moved to his mother’s side. 

      “Nothing, Mama,” he said. 

      “Leostrial, what were you doing in here?” she asked, not taking her eyes off the man. 

      Leostrial met her gaze. “Altor’s been helping me.” 

      “What do you mean?” Satine asked slowly. 

      “Some children have a very strong inner power. Altor in particular. I’ve been using his power to further my own.” 

      “Are you insane?” she hissed, standing up in front of Altor. “How dare you use my child like that?” 

      “It’s okay,” Altor said. “I want to help, and it doesn’t hurt at all.” 

      Satine stared down at her son. He looked fine. “That’s not the point,” she said softly, turning back to Leostrial. 

      “I’m sorry,” he said. His voice was deep. “I should have asked your permission. It does not harm him in any way. He can’t even feel it.” 

      Satine shook her head, sinking back down into her chair. “I’m too tired for this right now. But it’s not okay—I want to talk about this more later,” she warned. Altor and Leostrial both nodded. Altor was grinning ear to ear. 

      “Have some food,” he offered his mother, but Satine thought that if she ate now it would not stay in her stomach. 

      On Leostrial’s other side sat Vezzet, his eyes hungrily resting on Satine. He slowly crossed over to her and sat down. 

      “My lady,” he drawled, “It is a pleasure to see you again. I should very much like to speak to you when all of this is over. We have a somewhat similar interest.” 

      His sly smile was wiped clean off his face as she said, “I have no interest in talking to you at all. Please don’t compare the two of us ever again.” Vezzet looked towards Leostrial, then turned back to her, and as though he had not heard a word of what she just said, laid a hand on her thigh. 

      “Move your hand,” she said softly. He didn’t move. 

      “Satine, in time you will learn to respect me, even love me,” Vezzet said. 

      Satine stared at him, completely lost. But his hand was growing warmer where it gripped her thigh, and suddenly it felt like it was burning. She took a breath, trying to gain some clarity, but he wouldn’t move his hand. She was exhausted and upset from so much fighting, and all of a sudden, it became too much for Satine. 

      “Altor,” she ordered, “go outside right now.” The boy looked at his mother’s face, then slunk out of the tent in disappointment. Vezzet smirked at her and moved his hand up her leg. 

      A kind of sick panic entered her chest, making it constrict, and the only thing she could think to do was unsheathe her dagger in one swift move and gracefully slice it through his wrist, severing his hand so that it fell from her leg to the floor. 

      There was a moment of shocked silence as they all looked at what she had done, and then Vezzet began to scream in fury and fierce agony. 

      “Witch!” he shrieked. This was enough for Leostrial. 

      “Quiet, you insolent pig. Get out of here before you lose the other one, and never think to speak to the princess in such a way again.” 

      Vezzet looked shocked and stared at each of them through his tears. Then he ran from the tent, his shrieks lost amid those of the battle. 

      “Why did you let that happen?” Satine hissed furiously. “And in front of the child?” 

      “I wanted to see how you handled it,” he replied. 

      “Another test? I have been fighting in a war for you, and yet you still find it necessary to test me?” she asked, breathing heavily. 

      His eyes narrowed as he looked at her. 

      “You can’t let things like that happen in front of Altor,” she said firmly. “He’s just a child.” 

      Leostrial was silent for a moment, and then he gave a small, terse nod. “You’re right. Forgive me.” 

      Satine blinked, surprised at his apology. She tried to remember when she’d acquired the power to make him admit fault. 

      After another long moment, she sighed. “Surely it doesn’t need to be this way.” 

      “It will be over soon.” 

      “When they are all dead,” Altor murmured darkly and both adults looked at him, startled to see him back in the tent. 

      “We don’t want them to die,” Satine said. 

      “But they do die.” The boy looked at them both and shrugged. “It’s sad.” 

      Leostrial stirred on his seat. “You need never convince me, boy.” 

      Satine turned to Leostrial. “Shall we win?” The vulnerability in her voice was clear. 

      It was a moment before he replied. “I think we shall, for even as we speak, my reinforcements are appearing.” 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 41

      The reinforcements were not many. A war god. As Aegir was the sea, and Freyja love, so Odin was war. And when he came to the battle, wreathed in fire, soldiers screamed in fear, for they knew that they were finally undone. 

      He rode a fiery chariot, pulled by two gigantic horses made entirely of flames that rode through the sky and out of the clouds. He carried a fire whip, and lashed his horses into a frenzy. He appeared as though a flame himself. 

      Far below, Fern watched as the god cut a path through the air. Odin flew above the battle inflicting death upon Accolon’s army below him. He killed as he breathed. 

      But, as if from nowhere, out of the sky they came, more beautiful than anything any man had ever seen. Actaeon and Danae, king and queen of the gods, dazzling in gold; following closely was Freyja, the love goddess born from the sea, and so lovely it brought tears to the eyes of the battle weary; Ares, god of the underworld, wreathed in darkness, and wearing the skins of the men he had claimed; and Artemis, goddess of the hunt, clad in green and gold, her bow and arrows slung over her back. 

      They came to land before Odin. Actaeon and Danae stepped forward to speak to him, and their words rang out over the dazed mass of people. 

      “You have chosen the wrong path, brother,” Actaeon said, his voice a deep rumble. 

      Odin frowned and said, “No. It is you who have done so, for you cannot beat me here.” He dismissed them with a flick of his wrist and leaped back into his chariot. It rose into the sky, and after a quick glance at the scene below him, Odin flew over to where the Elves were firing into the fray. 

      Fern watched as Odin flew behind the ranks of Elves, and launched his attack. He began to drive them forward and over the hill. 

      “Now, men!” Fern heard Leostrial scream, and saw them obey hastily. The Elves were in range of their opponent’s arrows, and one by one they began to die. They could withstand the world’s turning, could live for hundreds of years without ever aging or falling sick. But they could not withstand the simple bow and arrow. 

      It was, perhaps, the most tragic thing that had happened in the long history of the world. Beings of such beauty were not meant to die in such a manner, herded into the soldier’s range. They could do nothing to fight back. 

      The Elves were driven into the arrows’ path. 

      Odin was still herding them from the back when Fern shouted his challenge. It was the only thing he could think of to do. 

      “Odin! Fight me!” 

      Odin looked at Fern and regarded him curiously. 

      “The last one, Odin,” Fern said softly, knowing he would be heard. “The last battle. I know you have been waiting for it. I know it is your deepest desire to fight the last battle. Here it is. Come to me.” 

      Fern rested lightly on his sword, waiting. The war god came to stand before him, leaving his chariot and horses behind. 

      He could not resist such a challenge. What he yearned for, ached for, was a real fight. 

      The battle slowed again, for this was something that had never happened before. No one had ever heard of a man challenging a god. 

      They stood facing each other, and though he was much smaller, and much more fragile, Fern’s eyes burned just as bright as the god’s. 

      ***


      Not far away, Jane heard the deadly challenge and desperately made her way to where Fern and Odin stood, her heart thumping. The other gods had come to watch, and Jane’s eyes went instantly to Freyja. She registered briefly that this was the woman from her dream who had told Jane to save Fern from dying on Guanu. 

      Fern’s men stood by, fierce pride and worry in their eyes. All around them the battlefield had fallen silent. The sun began to set and the winter twilight made the fighters shiver. 

      It was one of the most haunting things Jane had ever seen. The challengers turned and walked to their horses. Fern on Nuitdor, and Odin on one of his fiery beasts, so much bigger than the poor, beautiful little mare. The first charge caught the breath of every person watching. How the two of them, facing something so much bigger and greater and darker, could attack with so much courage and strength was unfathomable. Fern leant down and whispered in his horse’s ear, stroking her gently. Her bravery could be seen in the way her foot stamped the ground hard, her eyes alight. 

      They took off first, leaping into a gallop, and Odin followed, lashing his horse unmercifully. They slammed into each other with the force of hatred and each rider was thrown from his mount to land quickly and roll to his feet unharmed. They ran towards each other, and Odin fought with the power and the experience of a thousand lifetimes. Fern had only his sword and his skill. 

      “How is he doing this?” Jane heard the man next to her whisper under his breath, his voice haggard with awe. Jane didn’t know the answer, but it became very clear, the instant they began, that Fern could not win. 

      Every movement was a desperate evasion, or a gallant attempt at attack, and for all watching it was hurtful to see grace so close to death. 

      Jane edged closer as another blow was thrown. The clang of steel could be heard, as Fern parried and dived out of the way. The fiery whip came swishing through the air, only to be dodged smoothly. 

      None of it was going to be enough. And yet, as she watched, it became achingly clear to Jane that he was not giving up. 

      ***


      Fern was growing so weary but the god was like a machine, never tiring, never missing his target. Fern used all his ability just to avoid the blade. Every now and then, Fern would edge in closer to Odin and try to land a blow, but it was blocked every time, for the god seemed always three steps ahead. 

      Fern was not going to be able to keep it up much longer. He looked past the god and into the battlefield. Bodies lay everywhere. He clenched his teeth at the sight and knew he had to give more, try harder. 

      The lapse in concentration resulted in a deep gash to his right shoulder, rendering it useless. He grunted in pain and leapt out of the way. With a swift movement he took his sword into his left hand and began to fight again, his right arm limp by his side. 

      Every time he did manage to strike Odin, the wound instantly healed and the god kept fighting, unharmed. 

      Every time Fern was knocked to the ground, he dragged himself up and continued to evade and block, his body exhausted and broken. 

      It went on and on, with always the tireless god chasing Fern, wearing him down. 

      The sun sank and the air was cold. The stars shone brightly down on the two, and the moons mocked them with their calmness. Next to Jane, a man began to cry. It was too heartbreaking to watch. 

      Fern gathered his strength one more time and threw himself at the god, diving over the whip and landing in a roll that took him, all in one movement, behind Odin’s legs. He lashed out with a huge swing of his sword, using his whole body for momentum, and felt his sword rake into the god’s legs at the back of the knees. Following through with his roll, he swept himself out of danger. But, his hack at Odin’s legs had pushed the god off balance so that his whip swung around behind him, catching Fern in the air, midway through the dive that would have taken him to safety. 

      And so, all of a sudden, before he had a chance to dodge, the fiery whip was around his waist, burning into his flesh, pulling him out of his dive and wrenching him through the air. 

      He could not have known, could not have predicted it, and it was what finally beat him. If the whip had swung in any other direction, or had been flicked mere moments later, he would have avoided it. But, alas... 

      Fern screamed in agony. He had not meant to scream. 

      “I must thank you before you die,” Odin said to him, as he held him in the air. “For you have given me a battle such as I have never before experienced.” 

      Fern heard him through a mist of pain. A veil of red. Then someone spoke his name. 

      “Fern,” and the voice came like a whisper to his mind, so he opened his eyes and looked over to her. Jane stood amidst the crowd of people, smiling at him through the tears in her eyes, and she looked so proud, and so strong, that how, in the end, could he not take heart from her? 

      Thus, in an act that encompassed and surpassed a hundred times everything he had already done, he made a final attempt for her, and for all the other lives around him. 

      His left arm was caught tightly by the whip. He thought it might almost be burnt off. With his sword in his wounded right arm, he ignored the immense pain, and with a cry of agony and fury both, he thrust it forward into the eye of the war god. Right into the fiery orb, and far beyond, finding, by chance, the one delicate weakness in the god of war, the one vulnerability. 

      Fern was dropped to the ground roughly, but the pain was already so much that he barely noticed the jarring of his body. 

      All he could see was red, and the only thing he could hear was the blood rushing in his ears. There was no feeling in his body now, only relief and sorrow. 

      He did not have to wait long, for the anger-crazed god slid his sword into Fern’s heart. 

      And in that moment Prince Fern of Cynis Witron and the Elvish Land died, and despair rent the hearts of everyone there. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 42

      Satine watched the battle and wept. Without ceremony, Leostrial ordered that the fighting resume. There was no time to mourn him. 

      But the prince ... Even having known him, having known and experienced his courage, and having heard all the rumours about his celebrated gallantry, Satine had never expected such courage from him. 

      Odin had disappeared the instant after killing Fern. 

      “Death is but another journey, Sulla used to tell me.” Altor’s quiet words and tentative touch pulled Satine out of her thoughts, and she turned to him with warmth. “Who was that man?” he asked, his voice strained. 

      “That was Prince Fern.” 

      “And we are fighting against him?” Altor asked. 

      Satine looked at him for a moment, struggling to think of something to say. “Go back inside the tent to your father, darling. He will need your help. I must fight again.” 

      The boy cocked his head and stared at her for a moment. Then he turned and ran back to the tent. Satine didn’t turn back to the battle though. Instead she followed Altor slowly back towards where Leostrial was. 

      ***


      “Our powers are dormant,” Danae said quietly. 

      “But how?” Accolon demanded. 

      The goddess frowned at him. “He has made them so. There is a force around us, not allowing us to evoke our powers.” 

      Accolon sighed. There were shadows around his eyes and lines pinched around his mouth. 

      Anna had dismounted and come to join them. Luca sat with an unconscious Ria in the healer’s tent. He had been told that she probably would never wake. 

      The rest sat in Accolon’s tent to consider the options before them. The battle still raged, and Anna couldn’t bear to look upon the bodies piled in the snow. 

      “Well, we will surely win—we outnumber his army now,” Emperor Liam said. 

      “But he is not just using his powers to stop us,” Artemis said. She radiated energy, and her eyes were piercing with their sharpness. “Even as we speak, your army tires. Leostrial slows them by putting fear in their hearts. Soon his numbers will overrun yours again.” 

      Accolon cursed and said, “And we cannot get to him! He leads from behind his army! What are we to do?” 

      There was silence around the tent as they stared at each other. Finally Actaeon spoke. 

      “We may have to call upon the army of archangels.” 

      “What are archangels?” Harry breathed. 

      “They are my army,” Ares said quietly. “An army of destruction. They grow restless in their fortress in the sky. I’m not sure I can control them anymore. To let them loose here could mean an easy victory, or death for everyone.” 

      The silence in the tent deepened. 

      Jane stood near the tent flap and stared outside into the havoc, her face impassive. The gods stood near her, in all their magnificence. Freyja in particular was radiant. She wore nothing, but her nakedness was covered by the glow that came from her skin. She stood close to Jane, and as Anna watched, lifted a gentle hand and laid it delicately on Jane’s cheek. Jane looked at her slowly then turned back to the battle. 

      ***


      Luca sat beside Ria. He stared at his hands laced in front of him. Could not look away from his hands. Hands that looked normal, but the more he stared, the more they resembled the image from the basin, broken, crushed, ruined hands. Tortured hands. 

      Images flashed unbidden through Luca’s mind of all the men he had just harmed and killed. The fighting, the screams of the dying. Everything around him felt dark. A Bright One, they called him. What an unfathomable joke. 

      Ria did not stir. 

      It was in that moment that Luca felt something from the tent next to him, where his friends were, and everything changed. 

      ***


      The time was upon them. Jane looked at the battle, and heard the conversation going on behind her, and she couldn’t help but feel a desperate frustration with herself. Wasn’t this foreseen? Wasn’t she supposed to do something? It was why she was here! People were dying, and she was not doing her job! Could not do it. 

      Where the hell where Mia and Jack? There needed to be the six of them, didn’t there? 

      Jane shook her head and closed her eyes tight shut, willing herself to come up with something. It had to be now. She could not let this many people down. 

      Instead though, all Jane could think on was what a twist of fate it was that had dropped her at Fern’s feet in the first place. It had been too easy, him finding her there like that. 

      Love will save you. The mermaid’s words ran around and around inside her head. And suddenly, Jane realised what was different, what was keeping her alive. 

      There was a deep love inside her. A love for herself, and for everything around her. And it was coming from the tiny pearl that hung around her neck, resting on her chest, lending its light to her heart. It was this pearl, and the forethought of the mermaid who have given it to her, that made her realise what she had to do, and how to do it. 

      She looked at her friends, and in that instant, the power inside her burst forth. 

      They could not let so many people die. 

      ***


      Those who could see Jane, and even those who could not, felt her power. A great change came about her. Light seemed to burst forth from her body. It was blinding, and even Freyja shielded her eyes from the brilliance of it. Leostrial began to feel the waning of his powers. A brilliant shining light emanated from her chest. 

      And then, each in turn, the three Bright Ones began to shine in exactly the same way, light pouring from their chests. Knowledge and certainty entered their minds, and they gravitated towards each other, feeding off one another, joining hands. 

      And so, when Leostrial turned the full extent of his power on them, so great was it, that with Jane leading them, they each turned their newfound power back on him, and the greatest battle of Paragor began. 

      ***


      Satine watched as four blasts of pure light poured onto the battlefield. She was almost at the tent where Leostrial was when Altor walked back out to meet her. 

      “What are you doing? Has your father finished with you?” She didn’t want him to see what she must do. 

      He looked at her for a long time, his gaze steady, head tilted. Satine quietened under his scrutiny, and finally, slowly, he pulled a long dagger from his belt. He turned it in his hand so that the handle faced her, and then he handed it to her. 

      She took the blade wordlessly and walked into the tent. 

      Leostrial was standing in the middle of the room, his arms out wide by his side, his back to her. She walked round to face him, for she wanted him to see her, to know that it was her. 

      Though she was crying, her hands were steady. Leostrial’s eyes were shut. The Bright Ones were taxing him now. 

      “Altor, come here, my boy. I need to use you once more,” he whispered. 

      When Altor did not answer, Leostrial’s eyes flew open in alarm, but relaxed when he saw Satine. His arms had not moved, his concentration had not yet broken. 

      “Satine,” he breathed, a smile on his face. She walked forward, and very gently kissed him on the lips. It was light, like the flap of a butterfly’s wing, and in that moment, she slid the knife into his heart, thus completing the final chapter of this terribly long plan. 

      She felt his surprise, and then the faltering of his strength, and the overwhelming power of the Bright Ones. She sank with him to the floor. 

      Satine pulled back from him slightly because she wanted to look into his eyes as he died. Her tears spilt forth onto his face, and she could not stop a sob from escaping her lips, for when he looked up at her, his face was so knowing, so understanding. There was no anger or confusion, and this was what undid Satine. 

      Altor crept into the tent, and though he was clever and powerful, he was still just a boy and too young for all this. 

      Satine sat up in shock, her beautiful face streaked with tears, and as she saw Altor she held out her arms. Wordlessly he ran into them, and they cried together atop the dead figure of a man they had both loved. 

    

  
    
      

      

      

      Chapter 43

      The battle fell apart instantly. Accolon called to everyone to cease their fighting. 

      Satine rode to meet them on the hill. From the expression on her face, they knew what she had done. She dismounted and stood in front of Accolon, her hands shaking slightly. 

      Eventually Satine said, “I’m sorry for deceiving you.” Then, “I knew he would not believe me otherwise.” 

      “Why did you not tell me about the child? Is it his?” 

      A hesitation, but only brief. “Yes. I didn’t want to upset you.” And why did she say that? Why not take the opening for truth? Because she loved two men now who were dead, and perhaps this could be a gift for the second. Letting the child be his. 

      “Did you really love him?” Accolon asked quietly. 

      “Yes,” she said, matching his tone. He looked to the ground and nodded slowly. 

      She did not tell him that she still loved him too, as she had planned to. It would not do either of them any good. 

      “We will be leaving soon.” 

      “Feel free to stay as long as you like ... to rest,” she said, feeling oppressed by the formalities. 

      “Thank you. I will camp my soldiers here for another day so that they may recover, and then we shall leave. It is best if we start our journey soon, for it will be a long one. Silven!” he said, turning away from her to face the Elvish prince. Eben, as always, was at Silven’s side. 

      “Greetings, King Accolon,” the Elf said. Satine moved closer so she could hear what was said. 

      “I don’t think words will ever be able to describe the gratitude we all feel towards you and your people, Silven,” Accolon said. 

      The prince did not reply. He was silently weeping for his lost brother, Fern. 

      Accolon turned back to Satine. “We will not come up to the town while we are here, Satine. You need time to rebuild it as you see fit. This city shall prosper with you as its queen.” 

      “I intend that to be so,” she replied firmly. 

      ***


      “Well,” Harry murmured tiredly, “That was pretty intense.” 

      Anna hugged him tightly. “We did it after all.” 

      Luca and Jane came to stand with them, and the four of them looked at each other. 

      “We did it after all,” Jane agreed softly, and they clasped hands. 

      ***


      Jane made her way to Cornelius. Elixia held her father’s hand and Cornelius peered at Jane. 

      “You were his friend, weren’t you?” the old man asked. Jane nodded, a lump rising in her throat. Elixia reached out and squeezed her hand gently. 

      Jane blinked a few times and asked, “What are you going to do now? What’s everyone going to do?” 

      Cornelius sighed. “Only what we can, my dear. My people and I will make our way home, and try to manage as best we can without our prince.” 

      Hot tears came to Jane’s eyes as she saw the man’s grief. The world had not been ready to lose Prince Fern. Not yet. 

      “We must to do the same,” Queen Elixia said, “manage as best we can, and come out stronger for all that we have lost.” 

      Jane nodded, taking strength from the words. She walked to the hill where the Elves had fought so bravely with their arrows and looked over the battle’s aftermath. Far below she saw Queen Fey with her remaining Amazonian women, gathering themselves together. She saw people from every country, tending their wounds and readying for the long journey home. A lot was gained, but so much lost. It was time to rebuild. 

      Freyja came to stand beside her. 

      “Jane, there will come a time when all will be right again,” she said quietly, staring down at the girl. 

      “I know there will,” Jane replied, “But we have a long time to wait.” 

      “Yes,” Freyja agreed. “You have only just started to realise your true potential. There is power in you that you have not yet begun to fathom. But I will be with you the whole way, wherever your journey takes you.” 

      “Thank you,” Jane said, smiling in return at the goddess. Then, without another word, Jane put her fingers in her mouth and gave a long piercing whistle that sailed through the air. 

      Out of the sky flew two unicorns, one white, one black, and they landed in front of Jane. She went forward and embraced them. Her joyous laugh filled those who could hear her with happiness. 

      A dark creature appeared next to them, and he bowed to Jane. 

      “These creatures are yours, my lady. They were made for you, and only you. I am the keeper, and I have guarded them for centuries, waiting for you to claim them.” 

      “Thank you,” Jane said warmly. “You may go.” 

      The Equinox gave a contented sigh, and he drifted away on the wind, his yellow eyes the last part of him to fade. 

      Everyone had turned to look at her now, as she carefully climbed onto one of the unicorns. 

      “Jane! What are you doing?” Luca asked in alarm. 

      “I’m going some place where I can wait. I have to do this. Don’t worry, I will be back very soon,” she said, her smile giving warmth to each of them. 

      Then, without another word, the unicorns leapt into the sky, and with them Jane flew into another time and place. One that did not exist in Paragor, or any other world. 

      She flew, unhindered by anything but the thought of waiting. No matter how long it took, she would wait for him. She became like a wraith, trapped in her longing. But she was content, for though she could not remember anything else, she could remember Fern’s words to her. 

      “Whatever happens tomorrow, Jane, you won’t lose me. I’ll always be here for you. There is more than this life. Remember that.” 

      ***


      Emperor Liam of the Kabduh stood with his arms folded over his chest and watched the disappearance of the Bright One into the sky. His brow was furrowed as his gaze swept over the evidence of their victory. 

      His brother Lastaam came to stand quietly by his side and together they scrutinised what had happened. 

      “You’re not happy,” Lastaam murmured in their own language. 

      Liam didn’t reply for some time, but when he did his voice was very low. “We’ve won today. But has anyone given thought to the prophecy?” 

      Lastaam didn’t reply, only exhaled deeply, understanding now what plagued his emperor. 

      Liam murmured, “Only four were here. Four, when the Great One spoke of six. I fear, brother, that this was not the battle of prophecy. It is not over.” 

      ***


      Far below, further even than the chasms of hell, the soul of Leostrial lay as death, waiting, waiting for a time when it could be reborn. It would have sighed, if it could, for they had won the battle, but Paragor had unknowingly returned itself to darkness. 
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