
        
            
                
            
        

    About the Book
 
They smelled of her first days on Ixion; the strangeness, the exotic temptation. Would she ever have come had she known Ixion’s bitter secrets?
Ixion. The island of ever-night.
If she had a choice, Naif wouldn’t go back. But her friends will die if she doesn’t find a cure for the badges that are slowly killing them, and her brother is there, fighting against the Ripers who hold everyone in thrall. And Naif has knowledge that might save them all.
First she must solve the mystery of Ixion’s eternal night. Then she must convince everyone – rebels and revellers alike – to join her cause. And all the while, she must fight the urge to go to Lenoir – her greatest love, her mortal enemy.
The secrets of Ixion must be revealed. The evils must be stopped. A new dawn will come.
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Ruzalia’s airship swayed and shuddered through the night towards Ixion. In the main cabin, the pirate traced impatient laps; head down, wild red hair loose at her shoulders. Her breeches were crumpled and her white shirt marked by a stain of old blood. Mesree’s blood.
Had she slept in the few days since she’d dropped Naif and Markes on Grave? It doesn’t seem so, Naif thought. Ruzalia’s eyes were swollen with fatigue and her smooth white brow was creased with fury and frustration. And grief. She’d lost Mesree and her island, Sanctus, to a coup. All the young people she’d risked her life to save from Ixion had rebelled against her, frightened by the knowledge that they had only a short time left to live.
Naif exchanged concerned glances with Charlonge. Her friend had stayed behind with the pirate and had been the first to greet Naif and her allies when they were winched back into the body of the airship.
Though Char appeared less ravaged than Ruzalia, it seemed that even in a few days, her cheekbones had become more prominent in her face. They’d all suffered; too little food, too much worry.
‘Tell me what you know!’ Ruzalia demanded.
The pirate had allowed them a meagre meal, some bitter-tasting beer and a few hours of sleep before commanding them to come to the main cabin. Now they sat around the table: Markes, Emilia, Char, Jarrold, Liam and Naif.
‘We hid in the rafters above the Grave Elders’ meeting. They spoke of many things,’ Naif began.
‘I will know every single piece of it!’
Naif glanced at Jarrold and Liam, the two who had also listened in on the Elders on Grave. Neither knew Ruzalia, other than by reputation. Their nervousness now they were aboard the feared pirate’s ship was plain. Naif knew that neither would speak unless they had to. But while Jarrold couldn’t hide his curiosity, Liam stared at the floor, attempting to keep his disfigured arm from sight. So it fell to Naif to tell what had happened. Ruzalia wouldn’t wait any longer for their story. And Naif didn’t blame her. Too much hung on what they’d learned.
She kept her recount spare, asking Markes for his opinion once or twice. He was next to Emilia, who sat stiffly, terrified yet trying not to show it.
‘When the Ripers drain us on Ixion, they don’t just do it to help them evolve the Night Creatures. Part of our lifeblood is used to make a youth elixir for the Elders. The Elders and the Ripers have a pact and have been working together for a long time. The Elders want young people to go to Ixion so that they can steal their youth.’
‘Barbaric!’ said Ruzalia, pounding the table. ‘Sinful!’ She stared at Naif, eyes narrowed. ‘I had wondered if they’d sought to shed themselves of the young dissidents in your city – those who may cause trouble – by letting them run away, but this is . . . this is even worse.’ She slapped her hand against her forehead. ‘And what of the other places from which the young come to Ixion? Lidol-Push? Are they part of this?’
‘No!’ said Charlonge hotly. ‘Our leaders would not do such a thing.’
‘How can you know?’ said Ruzalia.
‘I did not hear of any other places mentioned, but we should be careful. Who knows how far the Ripers have reached. Returning to any of them might be dangerous,’ said Naif. She glanced from her friend back to the pirate. ‘They seek to undermine you, Ruzalia. The beads the young ones on Sanctus possessed were given to Jud by your merchant at Port of Patience. The Chief Elder paid him to do it.’
‘Faranzo sold them to Jud?’
‘If that is your chief merchant’s name, then yes.’
‘You have done well to learn this. Better than I expected,’ said Ruzalia.
Despite her meal and her nap, Naif felt weary enough to die. Their flight though Grave, and the discovery that the people who governed her world were no more than cannibals feeding off their young, was too horrible to believe; the ugliest of truths, which had left her drained. ‘Any news from Sanctus and Ixion?’
‘They continue to run riot on my island. And there is worse on Ixion.’
‘Worse?’ This came from Markes. ‘How can there be worse?’
‘It seems Lenoir has killed another of his own on Ixion and hides from Brand in the caves. And Dark Eve and Clash are collecting more followers.’
Naif felt a warm rush of relief to hear that her brother was still alive. Though he’d shunned her and not listened to her when first she’d found him on Ixion, he’d also risked his life to save the Peaks – those who had become too old for the island. Joel – Clash, as he was now known – was brave and determined and she loved him for it.
But what did Ruzalia mean that Dark Eve was collecting followers? Did the young ones on Ixion know what the Ripers were doing? Were they rebelling?
And Lenoir? Naif had tried to cut her connection with him in those last hours on Grave. What terrible things had happened to him in the silence?
‘Who has Lenoir killed?’ Naif asked quietly, trying not to appear worried.
‘Not Brand or Modai. Another,’ said Ruzalia.
‘But why?’
‘Why is unclear, but we do know one certain thing.’
‘What’s that?’ asked Jarrold, speaking for the first time. His ruddy face was still smudged with dirt but his eyes were bright and focused. Of all of them, Naif thought him the most resilient in mind and body.
Ruzalia pinned him with her glare. ‘Remind me of your name.’
‘Jarrold. Emilia’s brother.’
‘Aaaah, yes. Naif’s telling has shown you to be brave, Jarrold, Emilia’s brother. But are you brave enough for what comes next?’
‘What comes next?’ he asked.
‘It is hard to predict, but nothing on Ixion is ever as it seems. Whatever happens, you are not likely to be prepared for it.’
The young boy’s eyes began to gleam with excitement. ‘I can’t wait to get there.’
Ruzalia gave a dry laugh. ‘Brave and an adventurer, no less.’
‘A reckless one at times,’ said Markes, cuffing Jarrold lightly. ‘Ruzalia’s right, we shouldn’t underestimate the Ripers. I imagine they can do things we’ve not even seen.’
‘You imbue them with magical power!’ snorted the pirate.
‘Not magical,’ Naif said in support of Markes. ‘But not of this world.’
Ruzalia sat down abruptly at the head of the table and reached for her wooden cup. After a long swallow, she looked at each of them in turn, finally resting back on Naif. ‘What is it you suggest we do, then?’
‘One other thing we heard involves the uthers. The Ripers are holding their queen hostage –’
‘The uthers have a queen?’
‘Yes. We know that the uthers supply all the things the Ripers need. The clothes, the food, the cleaning. But they’re being blackmailed to do so. If we could free their queen, they may side with us against the Ripers. I believe they are slaves.’
Ruzalia’s eyes glimmered with new hope. ‘You have the kernel of a sound idea there, Naif. But where are they keeping the queen?’
‘I never heard it mentioned. But we must go back there to search.’
‘What about your connection with Lenoir? Can you use that to find out?’ asked Markes.
Naif shook her head and looked at the table. ‘Our bond is not strong currently and he would never give me such . . . dangerous information.’
‘Dark Eve and Clash may have heard whispers,’ said Charlonge.
‘Perhaps,’ Naif agreed, ‘though surely they would have mentioned it?’
‘You’ve been gone from Ixion some weeks. Who knows what they’ve learned in that time. We should start with them,’ said Ruzalia.
‘There’s still one thing we didn’t do,’ said Markes. Everyone looked at him. ‘The badges. We didn’t find out how to reverse them.’
Naif nodded. ‘You’re right. But I believe the uthers will know. They make everything for the Ripers; that must include the badges.’
‘I hope so,’ said Markes solemnly.
She sent him a questioning look.
He slowly lifted his hand from his lap and rotated his wrist so they could all see his palm. His Ixion badge was glowing like coal and little bits of it had begun to peel away.
‘Markes,’ whispered Naif. Her breath choked in her throat. Not him.
Emilia saw the seriousness of their faces and spoke up. ‘What? What’s wrong?’
No one answered.
Markes closed his hand to make a fist and with the other picked up his cup and took a sip of water. Somehow he managed not to tremble. ‘Everyone who arrives on Ixion is fitted with a badge. It glows when you need to rest.’
‘You need more rest then?’
‘No. My time for rest – they call it petite nuit – is gone. My badge is expiring. You see, Em, Ruzalia rescued many young people like us and took them to Sanctus before they were withdrawn.’
‘Withdrawn?’ Emilia’s brow creased. ‘Isn’t that when the Ripers drain the young people?’
‘Yes – although I’m not sure how many of them know about that.’
Naif swallowed and cleared her throat. ‘Joel promised he would spread word of it. Many more will have heard by now.’
‘What do you mean your badge is expiring, then?’ asked Emilia.
‘Even after Ruzalia got us to Sanctus, the badges kept working for a while. But then they began to fail, as if we’d been withdrawn. Those people . . . died.’
Emilia stared open-mouthed at Ruzalia.
The pirate’s face creased with frustration. ‘I’ve tried to find a way to revoke the badges. They’re made by a science far greater than any I know.’
Silence fell around the table again.
Naif watched as Emilia took Markes’s hands in her own and held them tenderly against her breast. ‘How long do you have?’ she whispered.
Markes shrugged, awkward with her gesture. ‘I’m not sure.’
‘No!’ Emilia’s shout pierced through Naif, echoing how she felt inside.
The girl let go of Markes’s hands and stood, turning to Naif, her face full of anger and demand. ‘You must stop this happening! You must!’



 
There was malice in the approaching darkness. Naif could feel it as they sailed closer to Ixion. The loss of light was a gradual thing, the sun on one horizon swimming in orange while the dark seeped into their skin from the other direction.
No one spoke much as the cabin lamps switched on and the sunset was lost in their wake. Ruzalia handed out masks and dull red beads and instructed them all to place the beads under their tongues.
‘I’ve discovered it dampens the hyper-reaction,’ she said as she sank into her seat.
The bead tasted bitter but Naif let it dissolve slowly in her mouth as she toyed with the mask in her hands. She remembered the trip to Ixion on the barge; how she’d felt turned inside out as they crossed into the Golden Spiral. And how Rollo had fallen in her lap and buried his face in her breasts.
She glanced at the others. They sat rigid, their expressions hidden by their masks. At the end of the table Markes had an arm clamped around Emilia, locking her into her seat.
Naif swivelled away from them all to avoid any embarrassing contact and slipped her mask into place. A heavy, thick blackness fell on her. She plummeted down the ferocious curve of its wave, unable to breathe or move. It crashed over her, pushing her deep beneath it. Unable to hold air in her lungs any longer, she gasped, open-mouthed. The darkness rushed inside her, flooding through her body like a cool sting.
‘Naif ? Naif !’
Charlonge called to her from somewhere but the dark suffocated her answer.
‘Naif!’ She heard a much more strident voice this time, accompanied by a slap that made her blink repeatedly. Suddenly her mask was reefed away and she was back on the deck of Ruzalia’s ship, looking up at Charlonge and the pirate.
She wet her lips. ‘I don’t think the bead worked,’ she whispered.
Ruzalia shrugged. ‘We passed into the spiral hours ago. Get up. We have things to plan.’
Shaking off the fogginess that clung to her mind, she righted herself and faced the others, who congregated around the table sipping hot sugar drinks under the glow of the interior lamps. Other than Naif, Emilia had fared the worst with the transition, her face pale with shock, hands trembling uncontrollably. Jarrold and Markes sat close on either side of her, keeping her upright.
To Naif’s surprise, Charlonge spoke first.
‘There are books in Vank that tell of the beginnings of Ixion. If I can get to them, they may help us find a way to revoke the badges and to fight the Ripers.’
Ruzalia nodded her approval. The pirate’s ease with the idea suggested they had discussed this already while Markes and Naif had been on Grave.
‘How would you get in there? You would be recognised. And so would Markes and I,’ said Naif.
‘I could help her,’ said Jarrold. Other than an unusual flush to his cheeks, the transition didn’t seem to have affected him much.
‘His face would be fresh to the Ripers and hence invisible,’ said Ruzalia.
‘You told me once that you came to Ixion for the books,’ Naif said to Charlonge.
She nodded. ‘On Lidol-Push I read the story of a monk who travelled many places. He spoke of the charts and history books that he’d seen on an island – books about the world and the Tri-Suns. I used his reckoning figures and worked out that they had to be here.’
‘The books were hidden?’ asked Jarrold with a tinge of excitement in his voice.
‘Yes. I searched in all the churches when I arrived but they had only stories like the ones I’d read at home. I thought, perhaps, that I’d come to Ixion for no reason. Then one day Brand came to Vank and locked herself in the gallery. She visited several more times, many days apart, always locking the door. When she left the first time, I scoured every nook of the gallery until I found them. Someone, perhaps one of the monks, had hidden Ixion’s history in the walls.’
‘Maybe they thought to preserve it?’
She looked thoughtful. ‘I expect when the Ripers came they had to flee. Perhaps they couldn’t take their books with them.’
‘I could get them for you. But I have no badge,’ said Jarrold. ‘What if they want to see it?’
Ruzalia stood. ‘They’re not watching the churches as much. The split between Lenoir and Brand means they’re disorganised. If you’re careful, you’ll be able to avoid them.’
‘Liam and I will find Clash and Eve,’ said Naif, ‘to see if they know about the uther queen. You can bring the books to us there.’
‘They will be heavy. I doubt we can carry them far alone.’
‘The Grotto is close to Vank. Let’s meet there. We’ll bring help.’
Ruzalia spoke next. ‘And I will travel to Port of Patience to visit my merchant. We have much to talk about, he and I. When I return we must act, one way or another.’
The coldness in her voice made Naif flinch. She did not envy the merchant. The trip to Port of Patience would take a full day and night, which meant Ruzalia would be gone for two days at least. Naif hoped that would be enough time to find out what they needed.
The pirate added, ‘I’ll set you down on the Lesser Paths near Vank. There is less chance the Ripers will see the ship there.’
Naif, Markes and Charlonge nodded. They all knew the area she meant.
‘Are you ready?’ asked the pirate.
Silent nods were the reply.
Ruzalia left the window and spoke into the narrow voice tube to one of her crew below. ‘Cut the engine and employ the draculins.’
For long moments the ship dipped and bobbed with the change in speed. Then slowly they regained stability. Naif heard the whip of long wings slicing through the air. The draculins were towing them.
‘The gantry awaits,’ announced Ruzalia. She led them all down the narrow steps to the under-cabin of the ship. From there they would be lowered to the ground.
Markes hung back as the others descended, his hand on Naif’s sleeve.
‘I’m not sure when I will start to weaken.’
Naif wanted to hug him and say that she’d do anything to find a way to reverse or remove the badge. But she lacked courage to do either with the others nearby. She settled for squeezing his arm. ‘My badge was revoked. Yours can be too.’
‘But if something happens to me . . . Please, will you see that Emilia and Jarrold are safe?’
‘Jarrold will take care of his sister,’ said Naif carefully.
‘I know,’ said Markes, a scant smile touching his lips. ‘But who will take care of Jarrold? I just want to know that you won’t abandon them. Please, Naif.’
‘What if they abandon me?’ Naif answered. ‘There is no way of knowing how any of our futures will play out.’
Markes took her hand from his sleeve and pressed it to his mouth.
The warmth of his breath eased her dread.
He leaned in closer. ‘I haven’t had a chance to explain to you about Emilia. Naif, I feel for you. As I do for her. But differently –’
Naif’s heart skittered at the untimely declaration. Her stomach curled on itself. ‘You don’t need to –’
Ruzalia’s stern tones cut across her reply. ‘Naif! Markes! Attend us! We must lower the gantry now.’
Naif pulled her hand from his and hastened down the steep steps.
Jarrold and Charlonge were already on the gantry and the pirate Plank stood to one side manning the winch.
‘We’ll make two drops, the second with some supplies for you. Each drop must be done quickly,’ said Ruzalia. ‘When you’re down there, think twice before using the kars. Once you’re on them, you’re trapped.’
‘How will you know what’s happening?’ asked Naif.
‘There are prayer wheels near Illi, Vank and Los Fien. I’ll send draculins to them regularly. Leave any messages on the roof wrapped in cloth. They’ll bring them to me. Now, two more take the first ride so there’s room for provisions on the second.’
‘Me,’ said Liam.
Naif glanced at Emilia and Markes. She could not bear to be on the gantry with them. ‘And me.’
The four of them huddled together as Plank began to unwind. In jerks they were lowered into the dark.
Ixion closed its sticky fingers around them as they descended and even the stunning night rainbow of party lights could not distract Naif from her fear. What would happen next?
‘Fross,’ said Jarrold. ‘It’s beautiful.’
‘Yes,’ replied Naif. ‘But deadly.’
It had seemed so mysterious when she’d first come. Sinister but beautiful; a place like nothing she’d known, redolent with musk and moonflower and haunted by strains of music that fired her senses. Back then she’d found it hard to resist its lure, but now she felt only apprehension and a desire to make Ixion safe.
‘What are they?’ he asked, pointing at the bright lines that marked the cable kars, and the sparkling clusters of lights around the churches.
‘Ixion’s churches. Vank, Illi, Agios, Goa, Los Fien,’ she listed. ‘And at the top is Danskoi.’
Less brilliant but just as alluring was the cobweb of fairy lights in between them.
‘And those are the clubs. Abraxas, Bella Death, The Drop, Grave Dance and Ravens. There are some smaller ones as well – they’re more like dugouts in the rocks than clubs,’ said Charlonge.
Naif could see Jarrold quivering with excitement and she felt the weight of guilt at having brought him here. From the moment she’d asked for his help on Grave he’d become marked by the Elders as rebellious. Whatever happened, she must watch out for him. He could never return home because of her.
‘So the churches are where you rest and eat, and the clubs are where you party and dance?’
‘Yes,’ said Charlonge.
‘Don’t you get bored?’ Jarrold asked. ‘I mean . . . dancing?’
‘Hush,’ said Naif.
The gantry swung closer to the ground. Naif saw the outline of bushes and Vank’s solid architecture looming in front of them.
A few moments later, the platform suddenly stopped lowering and swayed. The ground was still too far away to step off. It seemed Ruzalia could get them no closer.
‘I’ll go first,’ whispered Charlonge.
‘No, let me,’ said Jarrold.
He slid forward and dropped straight off the edge of the gantry. Naif heard the thuds of his landing, like a loose boulder skipping down the side of a cliff.
‘Him stupid,’ said Liam quietly. He pressed into Naif’s hand some rope that he’d unwound from around the pulley. ‘Use this.’
She did as he suggested and managed to lower herself down the rope to the ground without falling.
Charlonge came next. Then Liam.
Liam let the rope free, sending a silent message to the airship. In a matter of moments the gantry began to disappear upwards.
The three of them stood together in silence, listening, until they heard a groan.
Jarrold! Naif took the lead, stepping quickly onto a lit path that wound through the bushes at the rear of Vank. She followed down the path’s incline, almost stepping on top of Jarrold, who was curled up in a ball close to the foundations of the stone wall.
‘Oww!’
She knelt down next to him and took his hands.
‘Are you all right?’ she asked quietly. The others had stopped close behind her and squatted down as well.
‘I think so. I rolled down the hill,’ said Jarrold.
Charlonge leaned forward. ‘Jarrold. You can’t just jump off things! You have to listen to me while we’re here. On Ixion, risks like that can be fatal.’
‘Char’s right, Jarrold. She’s been here the longest. Just like you and Gurney know the secrets of Grave, Char can show you how to do things here,’ said Naif. ‘Night Creatures watch from the dark. You have to be careful. Stay in the light.’
‘All right,’ he said in a small, defensive voice.
Liam made a soft snorting noise of disbelief.
Naif sighed. ‘Let’s go back and wait for the others.’
The four of them climbed back up close to the spot where they’d got off the gantry.
‘Look,’ Liam said, pointing up. ‘Them come.’
‘It’s a fair drop,’ Naif called out as the gantry got closer. ‘Use the rope to let yourself down.’
She watched Markes help Emilia negotiate her way down the rope. Then he threw a sack to the ground before he followed.
Every moment they stood there on the edge of the lit path made Naif more uneasy. She could sense a presence watching them from the dark. How long before the Night Creatures came for them? Or worse, before they communicated what they’d seen to the Ripers?
‘Hurry!’ she breathed.
‘We are,’ said Emilia. ‘Markes is tired. Be patient.’
‘I’m fine,’ said Markes as he levered his body down the last length of the rope.
The six of them huddled close to Markes as he opened the sack. He handed out wooden torches soaked in fire fluid. ‘Take one each. Char, you and Jarrold will need them on the walk to the Grotto,’ he said.
‘What is the Grotto?’ asked Emilia.
‘It’s a tiered garden where the monks used to congregate to pray,’ said Charlonge. ‘There are ledges cut into the rock. Seats.’
‘And moonflowers,’ said Naif. She remembered how they’d entranced her on the night all the gangs had gathered there. She’d never seen such a thing back on Grave; a flower that bloomed only at night.
‘Where’s the flint?’ asked Charlonge.
‘Here.’ Markes reached into the bag again and brought out three strips of strike, giving one to Charlonge and the second to Naif.
‘Don’t light them yet,’ said Naif, ‘not until we’re further away from Vank.’
‘There’s something else,’ said Markes. He felt once more inside the bag and produced several roughly hilted daggers and some short lengths of rope. ‘These were all she could spare. She said we could tie them to branches to make longer swords.’
‘Why would you do that?’ asked Jarrold, snatching one eagerly.
‘If you’re close enough to a Night Creature to use a dagger by itself then you’re lost already,’ Naif explained to him.
‘We should go,’ said Charlonge, nervously glancing around. ‘We’ll meet you at the Grotto as soon as we’ve found the books.’
‘Be careful.’ Naif gave Charlonge a hug and touched Jarrold’s shoulder. ‘Listen to Char.’
Jarrod’s expression turned stubborn and she felt reluctant to leave him in that mood. He was used to doing as he wished.
Emilia hugged her brother farewell while admonishing him, and Markes punched his arm.
Liam stepped forward. While they’d been talking he’d already collected branches from the closest bushes and begun to tie the daggers onto them with the twine.
As he finished, he handed them out. Everyone took one, except Emilia, who refused.
‘You’ll have to keep mine when I go inside,’ Jarrold said to Charlonge.
‘Of course,’ she said grimly. Then the pair headed down the slope again towards the walls.
The others watched until they couldn’t see them anymore.
‘Take!’ said Liam to Emilia, holding out the remaining spear.
But she shrank against Markes.
Liam made a frustrated noise.
‘Leave her,’ said Naif. ‘Let’s go.’ She orientated herself between the lights streaking up the mountainside and the church. If they followed below the line of the kars, they wouldn’t get lost. ‘Char and Jarrold will have to be careful, so they could be some time. We must try to find Eve and Clash while we wait, tell them the news and get help to carry the books. My guess is that the League’ll be somewhere near Ravens. Charlonge said they always used the Lesser Paths around there to hide.’
‘So who are they – the Cursed League? Your brother’s g-gang?’ asked Emilia.
‘Dark Eve is their leader, but she and my brother Joel are . . . close. Here, he is known as Clash. They believed all along something was wrong on Ixion and they helped those who would to escape.’
‘How do you even know if this Eve’s still alive then? She could have been punished by the Ripers since you’ve been gone,’ said Emilia.
‘You clearly have not met Eve,’ said Naif. ‘And I would sense if Clash was in trouble.’ Despite their differences, Naif loved her brother. She’d come to Ixion to find him. She would go anywhere; do anything, to help him.
‘Just like you can sense Lenoir?’ asked Markes.
Naif hesitated. Should she tell Markes that she had somehow broken her bond with Lenoir? ‘No. It’s nothing like that.’
‘Naif is right. I would know if Jarrold was . . . was gone.’
Emilia’s support caught Naif by surprise and she was momentarily grateful.
‘You could take Emilia to the Grotto and wait. Liam and I will come after we’ve found the others,’ said Naif. ‘You could rest there.’
‘No! We should stay together,’ said Markes
‘Talk much,’ interjected Liam abruptly.
He was right. Naif’s skin had begun to crawl, as she imagined the light breeze to be the breath of the Night Creatures watching them from the dark.
She turned and headed uphill towards the cable kar line, stepping carefully along one of the hundreds of Lesser Paths that ran like tiny tributaries over the mountainside.
Glancing back, she saw the others fall in behind her: Markes, Emilia and Liam, in that order.
Naif pictured a rough map of Ixion in her mind. On foot it would take them some time to reach the area around Ravens past Illi, Agios and Syn.
The memory of her last visit to Syn station made her hands clammy. Underneath its platform, in the tunnels that hid the Ripers’ cavern, she’d found Markes chained to a wall. Had she and Charlonge not gone there, she doubted he would still be alive.
‘Down!’ whispered Liam from behind her.
Instinctively she dropped. From the scraping sounds behind her, she knew the others had done the same.
They waited in silence, the thrum of music from the clubs like a quiet heartbeat in the background. Naif couldn’t hear anything else, at least, nothing that heralded trouble.
The dark seemed to be warmer than when they had landed, or maybe her body was still trying to acclimatise to the humidity. She felt thirsty and desperate to move from her cramped position. Shifting her feet underneath her, she slowly began to get to her knees.
As she started to push herself up, a pounding noise sounded close to her. She curled into a ball, making herself as small as possible. The noise got louder and louder until large mechanical feet slammed past. A Riper’s carriage.
Lenoir!
Fear shocked her into calling his name in her mind. In that instant their link pulsed alive as if a clamp had been removed from a vein. She felt his life force again and an unwanted exhilaration spread through her limbs. But he was a distance away. Whoever had just passed by them was not him.
She tried to close the link down, hoping he’d not felt her reaching out, but the rush of energy refused to be staunched. With fierce concentration she managed to narrow the flow until her body felt her own again.
As the pounding of the carriage receded, she waited, not game to move in case another followed it. Not until Liam crawled up alongside her did she shift a muscle.
‘Gone,’ he said.
‘How did you hear them coming from so far away?’ she breathed.
He shrugged and flicked his tentacle across her cheek. ‘Hear good now – since . . .’
He didn’t finish the thought. His deformity – the part of him that had become Night Creature – needed no explanation. Naif reached out and gently touched one of his tentacles. ‘I’m glad you can. Or they would have trampled us.’
Liam shifted awkwardly under her touch and shrugged. ‘Good for some things maybe?’
Naif took her hand away. ‘For many things.’



 
She’s back. The knowledge seared through Lenoir. And she reached out for me.
It took all his self-control not to respond. Instead, he let her test their bond, feel for him and then withdraw.
As the intensity of her presence waned, the loss was excruciating, like tiny blades slicing his insides. He rode the wave of pain and let it subside.
When he could breathe evenly again he sensed the bond still active, though barely. She had not cut him off completely as she had in Grave. A slim, quiet connection was still there and he marvelled at the comfort it gave him.
Comfort was not an emotion Lenoir had experienced often, save in fulfilling the obligation he had to his people. But Naif’s return meant other things as well. She’d learned truths in Grave, he knew it. And now she would find her brother and the Cursed League and share information. He must find her. If he did not, then Brand surely would.
And his brothers – the Night Creatures – they would want her . . . they would want revenge for Leyste.
His sense of elation and comfort was quickly replaced by anguish. He had already killed two of his own. He could not . . . would not . . . harm Naif.
‘Lenoir?’
He turned his attention to his second-in-command, Test, who waited for him at the entrance to the outer cave. She watched him with suspicious eyes, her face gaunt from worry.
‘What is it?’ he asked.
‘The uthers have brought our food. One of them would speak with you.’
Lenoir drew his focus more intently back to his surroundings.
Their present hideout was a cave system close to Vank and the uthers’ dam. He’d taken his followers there, knowing that Brand expected them to stay high up on the crater where the caves went deeper. These shallow caves weren’t easy to secure but at least the uthers could bring food to them with less likelihood of Brand knowing.
Since Naif had told him that the rebel Riper had betrayed him to the Elders, he’d begun to plan. Brand had spun her own deal with the Elders, which meant the time for hiding had almost passed. He must make a move or be taken.
The scarred Riper still stayed in the cavern underneath Syn, keeping Varonessa and her loyalists close. Lenoir had to find a way to woo Varonessa to him. She held the balance of power, both by the number of followers she retained and her position among them as mediator. Whichever side Varonessa came down on would prevail.
‘Yes. Allow the uther to come,’ he said.
Test retreated down the rough rock corridor and disappeared into the shadowy outer cave. As he waited for the uther to be brought in, Lenoir allowed himself a moment to dwell on the recent past.
It had taken some time to quell their brothers’ agitation outside Danskoi. The Cursed League had antagonised them, and Naif’s presence there had only worsened their agitation. They held her responsible for Leyste’s death.
Leyste had influenced them. It was the way, when one among a group had stronger abilities. Sometimes a Creature began transformation spontaneously, without the necessary nutrients. When that happened, it almost always failed and the Creature slowly starved. Though Leyste had not fully undergone transformation, he’d developed rudimentary language and his appearance had become unstable; one moment beast, the next something else. Modai had wanted to take Leyste to Danskoi to try to complete the transformation.
Lenoir had refused. Though he still carried a knot of regret about having killed Leyste to protect Naif, he knew the creature would not have lived anyway.
Modai would never forgive him and now sided with Brand. The pair continued to ignite both Varonessa’s and the Creatures’ mistrust of him. It had become unsafe to stay at Syn; his numbers had been too few.
Lenoir turned to seal his empty sleep sac and stood among the other swaying globules, waiting. The silence of their sleeping chamber soothed his troubled thoughts.
The uther’s arrival was so subtle he almost missed it; the merest distortion of the air and the sense of another presence. At first, he saw nothing, and then gradually the creature’s outline took shape.
‘Unam?’
The uther came closer. Lenoir could see its paws trembling in the dark.
‘What is it?’
‘Come.’ It cost uthers a lot to speak in a way that could be understood by Ripers and humans.
Knowing that, Lenoir replied immediately. ‘Show me.’
Unam hesitated.
‘What? What is it?’ asked Lenoir.
It ran its paws through its whiskers and then plucked at the fur on its arm, clearly disturbed by something. ‘Old ones make danger.’
Lenoir nodded. The uther had brought a warning that the Grave Elders had turned against him, and he appreciated its loyalty.
‘I understand. But you see, Unam, danger is all there is now.’



 
‘How long?’ asked Markes.
They had stopped to rest again. Emilia was not used to walking in such rough conditions and she had started to moan softly.
‘Hush,’ Liam hissed, turning fiercely on her. ‘You bring them on us.’
Markes gestured for him to stop. ‘Mind yourself,’ he said.
For a long and tense moment, Naif thought Liam might lash out at Markes, but Suki’s blood friend flicked his tentacles with disdain and stalked ahead to take the lead.
Markes scowled at the boy’s disappearing back and then took Emilia’s hands in his own. ‘There are creatures in the dark, Emilia,’ he reminded her gently. ‘We must be quiet. I know it’s hard, but we must.’
The girl began to cry. ‘I should have stayed behind. I’m slowing you down.’
Markes gave Naif a helpless glance. She gestured that he should step away from them, and as he did, she knelt down next to Emilia.
‘Emilia, I don’t know you well,’ she said carefully. ‘But I know how strong you are.’
The girl lifted her head. In the flickering torchlight, Naif saw that her grimy face was tracked by wet marks. ‘What do you mean?’
‘You’ve endured many . . . things. You can get through this.’
Emilia’s eyes widened. ‘What do you know about me?’ she whispered.
‘Your father . . .’ said Naif.
The girl gripped her hand. ‘What has Jarrold told you –’
‘Nothing,’ said Naif, cutting her off. ‘He said nothing. But I guessed.’
‘You don’t know what you’re talking about!’
‘I do know and I don’t care . . . What I mean is, it doesn’t matter here. We’re all starting again. It just proves that you’re strong. You can survive. You can get through this.’ She lowered her voice even further. ‘But Markes is running out of time. Can you do this for him?’
Emilia smoothed her fingers over her face and with the action her expression became more serene. It was a gesture she’d practised before. ‘Yes, I can.’ She stood up.
Markes stepped back towards them. ‘Em?’
‘I’m fine. We should keep going,’ she said.
Naif took the lead, hating the way Markes gently took Emilia’s arm. Fear and confusion and jealousy racked her. It was difficult to tease one away from the other, so she stopped trying.
She peered into the dark, wondering how far ahead Liam had gone, or if he was waiting close by for them in the blackness. Suki’s friend was capable, and he didn’t waste time. Naif didn’t want to lose him from their mission. He’d been through a failed withdrawal and would know things about the Ripers that they did not. He might not tell her, but he would tell Suki.
Suki! How desperately she wanted to see her friend.
Naif held her torch aloft, looking for Liam, but all the halo of light revealed was a large boulder blocking the path. She walked up to it and pushed but it didn’t move.
Where is Liam? Naif wanted to call out to him but didn’t dare.
Markes came up behind and leaned his weight against the rock.
‘It’s stuck in a hole, almost like the ground has subsided around it,’ he said. ‘We’ll have to go around.’
‘Leaving the paths is dangerous,’ said Naif. ‘The lights that mark them are the only thing keeping the Night Creatures away.’
‘I know that,’ he whispered. ‘But the rock’s too slippery and big to climb over.’
Naif looked up and down the slope on either side.
‘We should go down,’ said Markes. ‘The incline seems gentler below.’
‘It is. But the ground is loose. The brush on the high side of us will give our feet better grip.’
‘It’s too steep that way,’ he said quietly. ‘Emilia will struggle.’
‘She’ll be fine,’ said Naif between clenched teeth. Markes’s fussing over the other girl had begun to bother her.
‘Where’s Liam?’ asked Emilia, coming up behind them.
Markes shrugged. ‘Probably decided he was better off alone.’
‘It’s not surprising. I mean, he’s not really . . . human, is he?’ said Emilia.
‘Yes he is!’ retorted Naif. ‘He didn’t ask for that to happen to him! It could easily be you or me. Would you call Markes less than human because his hand had altered?’
Emilia didn’t reply and the three stood in awkward silence for a moment.
‘We’ll try the higher way first,’ said Markes to placate Naif.
But it only made her angrier. Using the torch as a staff to lean on, she climbed. Each step sent a jolt of effort through her muscles and the thick brush scratched her legs. Yet she knew they’d come the right way. If they’d tried to walk underneath the boulder they may have slid halfway down the island on the loose scree.
Naif glanced over her shoulder. Markes’s and Emilia’s shadows had merged as if one and she quickly turned back.
Catching her breath, she looked for the next place to step. The Lesser Path they’d been forced to detour from snaked ahead in a twisted pale line, only a few steps away.
She stepped down, placing her foot on a small tuft of brush. As her weight shifted forward, the clump moved. She overbalanced and plunged sideways, dropping her torch. Something barbed curled around her calf and hooked into her flesh.
Naif kicked out with her other foot and brought the spear around sharply. She jammed it into something thick and fleshy, and the barbed tentacle retracted. Then a moan in the nearby darkness scared her.
‘Markes!’
She heard scuffling noises and Emilia’s terrified yelps.
‘Na-if!’ gasped Markes, his voice laced with pain and fear.
Naif got to her feet. Markes’s and Emilia’s torches had been snuffed out and hers lay snagged between rocks a few paces away, flickering.
She lashed out with her spear before stepping forward to retrieve her torch. Picking it up, she swung it high, casting the light as far as she could.
Emilia was behind her, curled up against the boulder.
Markes? She swung the torch in a circle. Where is he? Where? Her light wavered and then caught on the texture of clothing under some bushes down the incline from where she stood. Her heart thumped painfully. She took a step forward.
‘Where are you going?’ whispered Emilia. ‘Don’t leave me.’
The girl scrambled forward on her hands and knees and grabbed Naif’s ankle.
Naif used her free foot to push Emilia’s fallen spear closer. ‘Take this and defend yourself.’
‘No,’ said Emilia softly. ‘I can’t.’
‘Take it!’ Naif ordered her. ‘I’m going down to get Markes.’
Emilia picked up the spear as though it might sting her. ‘What is it? What’s out there?’
‘Night Creatures. Where’s your torch?’
‘I-I don’t know. Markes had them both.’
Naif wanted to chastise her for not holding her own light, but it was pointless now. She looked up at the boulder. On this side, it was pitted enough to climb onto.
‘Get up and off the ground.’
Emilia did as she was told, scrambling to her feet and then up onto the rock.
When she was off the ground, Naif turned away, saying, ‘Keep your spear ready.’
She slid down towards Markes, waving the torch.
But he was gone.
The Night Creatures watched her. She could feel them, the way she’d felt Leyste when he’d stalked her. Had they told their brothers she was back? Perhaps the altered clothing and her soft pirate’s shoes and tied hair would confuse them?
When she’d escaped Ixion they’d been desperate for her blood, holding her responsible for Leyste’s death. But it had been weeks. Did they remember her? Or did she seem to be just another young one lost on the paths?
They know me, she thought. ‘Markes!’ she called in an urgent voice and swept her makeshift spear and torch in a synchronous arc.
Movement to each side. Shrinking back from the light. Oily skin and the flicker of blinking eyes.
Ixion’s sticky heat became a glove of moisture, drenching her body. Her grip on the torch and spear slipped but she dared not drop her hands to wipe them.
A groan to her right.
She stopped. Swivelled. Over there. Something that wasn’t brush.
She lowered the spear and thrust it forward, parting the leaves. Markes lay underneath, his legs and half his torso invisible. He gripped the roots of a bush in a desperate embrace, arms and face showing the strain of holding on.
‘What is it?’ she hissed.
‘Something underneath,’ he gasped. ‘Pulling me down.’
‘What do you mean underneath?’
‘In the ground.’
‘A tunnel?’
A pained nod. ‘It’s got my legs.’
‘Hold on,’ said Naif. She dropped to her knees and began digging feverishly, gouging the soil with her fingers, scooping it aside. It crumbled under her efforts as though the ground was brittle.
Markes cried out as he suddenly sank lower.
Flashes of the sinkholes in Grave spurred her on. What if the ground completely gave way on them? ‘Hold on!’
Naif began to thrust the spear into the soil, stabbing the area close to his legs.
‘It’s loosening,’ whispered Markes. ‘Watch my legs.’
Naif dropped the makeshift weapon and scraped more furiously. Her hands burned with the friction. Soon she felt the slickness of blood. But she didn’t stop. When her fingers contacted his flesh, he cried out.
Feeling more carefully, she found a barbed tentacle curled around his upper thigh, hooked in tight. She didn’t know if the blood she could smell and feel was her own or his.
Using her fingertips to guide it, she edged the spear into the hole she’d made and angled it at the thick flesh of the Night Creature. As carefully as she could, she gave a quick, short stab at it.
The tentacle quivered. She attacked it again and again until it began to loosen its hold on Markes’s leg. As it retracted and turned its attention to her, she flipped the spear on its edge and sliced the tentacle.
The high-pitched whine of the Night Creatures filled her ears. Naif tried to block the sound out and kept cutting until the tentacle slid away.
Markes coughed and gasped. ‘I’m loose.’
Naif dropped her spear and grabbed Markes’s shoulders. It took all the strength she had to drag him out of the hole.
They lay side by side, spent, for a moment or so before Markes pushed himself upright.
He slipped off his shirt and tied it around his thigh to stem the blood flow.
With shaking hands, Naif retrieved her torch. It had almost burned out.
‘Your hands,’ said Markes. ‘Look at them.’
Naif glanced down briefly, then away. ‘We must get to the path before more Night Creatures come.’
‘Naif . . .’ He reached out. ‘Thank you.’
She shrugged. Didn’t he know she would do anything to save him?
‘Where’s Emilia?’ Markes said suddenly.
‘On the boulder.’
‘You shouldn’t have left her,’ he said accusingly. ‘You promised you’d care for her.’
‘But . . .’ Naif couldn’t speak for the anger that surged through her.
‘What if they’d hurt –’ He stood and swayed.
‘What if they’d killed you? Or what if they’d dragged you underground and turned you into something like them? Something like . . .’
‘Like me,’ said another voice.
Markes and Naif swivelled. Liam stood in the wavering torchlight; his tentacles wound around his spear, his hand holding an unlit torch.
‘No!’ said Naif. ‘I didn’t mean that.’
‘No matter,’ said Liam abruptly. He tilted the torch forward so that it caught light from Naif’s dwindling flame. ‘Torch low. Liam find people. Maybe know?’
Naif put aside her anger. Joel might be close. ‘Who? What do they look like?’ she asked.
‘Come.’ He sounded impatient and excited.
‘Markes is hurt,’ she said automatically.
‘I can walk,’ said Markes. ‘The bleeding has slowed. We can’t stay here.’
They climbed back to the path, where Emilia met them. She slipped her shoulder beneath Markes’s arm and took some of his weight. No one spoke as Liam led them on. Naif hurried after him, not bothering to look back again.
Ahead, she saw one of the huge iron braces that held the kar lines in place. It reminded her of the stanchions under Grave.
Liam headed straight for it and used it like a ladder to climb up to the station. Naif copied him and soon a sign became visible, swinging gently from posts planted at one end of the platform. Once on top, she waited to help Markes.
Not giving them a chance to rest, Liam veered around the edge to the high side.
‘Where are you going?’ whispered Naif as she caught up with him.
‘You see,’ he replied enigmatically.
Suki trusted him, she reminded herself. She must too.
When Emilia and Markes joined them, they left the station behind and followed a narrow, softly lit path until it ended abruptly at the foot of a rise. The undergrowth had been cleared away and the loose rock crunched underneath her feet. Liam put out his torch and motioned for them to do the same. Naif checked her pocket for the flint before she did, telling herself she could relight it quickly.
They stood in the dark, letting their eyes re-adjust, before Liam moved forward again.
He climbed up the small rise almost silently. Naif tried to emulate him, but her feet felt clumsy and tired. Behind her, Emilia and Markes made even more noise.
As they descended the other side, Naif saw a second rise before them, this one slightly higher.
Liam pointed. ‘Maybe friends.’
‘Are they familiar? Do you see Suki?’ asked Naif.
‘No Suki. You see,’ he said to Naif. ‘You stay.’ The latter was to Emilia and Markes.
Naif expected Markes to argue but he just nodded as if grateful to be able to stop and rest.
She stood but Liam pushed her down to the ground.
‘Belly,’ he insisted.
Naif wanted to ignore him but she knew he was right; practical, like Suki. She sank to her hands and knees and began to crawl. It took some time to get to the top of the next ridge, and her hands and knees were stinging and rubbed raw.
Ignoring the pain, she peered over the top. Nestled between the cradle of this ridge and the next one was a bare strip of ground lit by a perimeter of torches. Not naturally bare; the land had been cleared and scraped meticulously. At one end was a rock wall with cave openings. The other end was bordered by a prayer hutch and a rough retaining wall. It was a fortress of sorts.
In the middle were groups of young ones; some sitting, talking quietly, while others stacked what looked like armour and weapons on separate piles.
Naif strained her eyes looking for someone she recognised, the dark making the figures almost ethereal – and then she spotted Eve.
Her heart beat faster with a new rush of nervousness. How would the Cursed League react to her being back? Her presence had almost cost all of their lives at Danskoi.
Naif slid back down the ridge to the others.
‘I see Dark Eve. It’s the Cursed League.’
‘Thank fross!’ said Markes.
Liam sprang up, but this time it was Naif who placed the restraining hand on him. ‘Let me go first. They will know me.’
‘Be quick!’ said Markes.
She nodded. She knew what he meant; could feel it too. The Night Creatures wouldn’t take long to find them.
She rose and walked up the ridge, deliberately noisy, so the League would hear her coming. Halfway down the other side, hands gripped her from the dark and propelled her roughly down to the cleared ground.
She stumbled but managed to stay upright.
A torch was thrust in her face. ‘Who are you?’ demanded an angry voice.
‘What are you doing here?’ asked another.
‘I’m Naif,’ she said simply. ‘Sister of Clash.’
‘Naif is gone,’ one of them replied, twisting her arm high behind her back.
She knew how to avoid showing pain or weakness. ‘And now I have returned.’



 
‘Naif ?’
A familiar voice cut across the arguments of those who held her, and the small crowd that had gathered parted for a tall, heavy-set figure. Though they were not close, nor friends even, Naif was relieved to see Dark Eve.
‘Eve!’
With a fierce cuff the leader of the Cursed League knocked aside the guard who held Naif’s arm. He staggered and fell on his backside.
Some of those watching tittered, but Eve’s expression brooked no humour and they quickly fell silent.
‘Come!’ said Eve.
Naif held her hand up to stop her. ‘I have others with me. Markes and two more from Grave. We have information for you.’
She frowned. ‘Bring them in. Quickly. The Night Creatures are restless.’
Naif stepped closer to her and stood on her toes so she could speak in the tall girl’s ear. ‘I would warn you that one of them has been changed by the Ripers but he still is one of us.’
Eve stiffened. ‘Injured?’
‘His withdrawal failed and he was discarded. There are more like him on Grave living in the Old Harbour.’
‘Failed, Naif ? Speak plainly.’
‘It’s best if you see for yourself. But your people might be fearful of him. You have my word that he can be trusted. He knows Suki, from her home.’
‘Suki?’
Naif nodded and glanced around the camp. ‘Is she here? Is she all right?’
Eve studied Naif for a moment with narrow eyes. ‘Suki is with Clash. They will return here soon.’
Naif sagged with relief. Both her friend and her brother were safe. As safe as Ixion would allow.
‘Then I’ll call my friends. You tell your own.’
Eve gave a sharp whistle that brought the entire group running. Naif noticed some carried sharpening stones and others had weighted leather thongs looped around their wrists.
‘Attend me,’ said Eve. ‘Clash’s sister is back and she brings newcomers. They are with us. All of them.’ She gestured to the guards who’d brought Naif in. ‘Go with her.’
Curious faces watched in silence as Naif and the guards ascended the ridge.
Once at the top, Naif took one of the guards’ torches and waved it.
She held her breath, waiting for some sign. When there was none, her stomach pinched tight in fear. Had she been too long? Had the Night Creatures taken them?
‘Your friends have gone,’ said the guard who’d twisted her arm.
‘No!’ she said, waving the torch again.
The light caught movement and then shapes emerging from the bushes. She knew Markes straight away and half-ran, half-slid down the slope to meet them.
‘Come,’ she said. ‘Eve is there. Clash and Suki will be back soon.’
Markes pulled her to him in a quick hug then he and Emilia kept climbing. But Liam held back.
‘What is it?’ asked Naif.
‘Hurt me?’
‘No,’ she reassured him. ‘Eve knows we are friends.’
‘But this?’ He reached out one of his tentacles, curling it gently around her wrist.
‘I will explain to them,’ said Naif.
‘Suki?’ he asked.
She suddenly comprehended his hesitation. He was scared about how Suki would react to his changed appearance.
‘She will understand too. She is not here now. But soon will be.’
The suckers on his tentacles felt soft and moist as he shook her arm gently. ‘Sure you?’
‘Sure.’
He let go of her wrist and began to climb.
Naif followed him, hoping she was right. As she reached the rise, she looked back into the dark, remembering how it had been at Danskoi. Eve had launched flares into the sky and shown the mass of Night Creatures writhing in the dark. Was it like that around them now? How many watched and who did they report to? How long until Brand came for Eve’s people? And Lenoir. He must surely know she was back.
She turned and descended slowly. A circle of people surrounded Eve and her friends, but they made way so she could join them. Naif saw the hostile stares directed at Liam, and felt the tension.
Eve must have felt it too. She squared her shoulders and raised her voice. ‘They have come back to help us in our fight. We are one!’
No one spoke.
‘Cursed League!’ she said in a louder, more forceful voice.
‘We are one,’ they replied in unison.
‘Now back to your tasks.’ Eve propelled Markes and Emilia forward, almost lifting them both from the ground. ‘We will talk in the cave.’
As they walked to the other end of the camp, the Leaguers dispersed. Naif watched them return to their jobs. One group shredded old clothing into long strips while others close to them plaited the shreds into ropes. Each rope was being threaded with strips of thorny bush or wrapped around small rocks to make lethal slings or whips.
Near the mouth of the cave was a pile of coppery coloured slate. Four boys sat close around it, chiselling spearheads from the rough rock. As their piles filled, others came up with rough carryalls made from more clothes and moved the spearheads to a pile of stripped branches for tying.
Liam’s head swivelled from side to side taking in the industry.
‘Weapons,’ Naif whispered to him.
Ahead of them, the leader of the Cursed League spoke curtly to the guards at the entrance of the cave. They held back stiff hessian covers to reveal wide, roughly cut steps leading inside the cave’s dark misshapen mouth. Each of them was forced to stoop to avoid the overhang as they entered – Eve almost doubled over – but once inside they were able to stand easily.
Naif’s dread diminished a little as she took in the Cursed League’s lair. It was lit by hundreds of candles and decorated with an assortment of stolen objects: chalices, silver bowls and incense burners. Huge brass crosses suspended from the ceiling glinted in the light, and lurid paintings hung on the cave wall – some lewd enough to make Naif turn away. Hundreds of broken icons – dolmen, prayer wheels and figurines – were fixed to the walls or crowded on roughly made shelves alongside wax-twisted candles.
Eve seemed oblivious to the gaudy clutter and steered them to the middle of the deep cave. ‘Before we talk, Markes is injured,’ said Naif. ‘Can you help him?’
Eve took up a candle and held it close to Markes. His pant leg was torn and covered in blood, exposing his poorly bandaged thigh.
‘Get Schel,’ Eve called to the guard.
While they waited, Eve tore the material away from the wound. Markes trembled and moaned as she prodded at his flesh and he suddenly collapsed onto the cave floor.
‘Lucky to still have a leg,’ she pronounced, stepping back. ‘Let Schel wash it off and bind it. Filthy creatures can poison your blood if you leave their juices on you.’
‘Eve?’ called a voice from the cave entrance.
‘Schel?’ asked Eve, without turning. ‘Get him to the sluice pad and clean up his leg. Then give him a shirt and some clean pants.’
The small dark-haired girl padded over to them. She kneeled down and inspected the wound. ‘I’ll need help to get him there.’
‘I’ll come,’ said Emilia immediately.
Schel nodded. ‘Brenny too.’
Eve gestured to one of the guards who’d followed them in, a lean, muscular boy with his hair clipped close to his scalp and a fresh cut running from his mouth and along his jaw.
They watched as he and the others half-carried Markes out.
‘It don’t look so good,’ said Eve bluntly.
Naif swallowed the lump that rose in her throat. ‘The Night Creatures pulled him down into a tunnel of some sort. I had to dig him out and cut the tentacle away.’
Eve nodded approvingly. ‘Lucky you did. Much longer and the muscle would’ve torn through.’
The thought brought vomit to the back of Naif’s mouth. She spoke quickly to hide her reaction. ‘Can we talk?’
Eve eyed Liam. ‘Friend of Suki’s, you say?’
‘Stra’Ha. Suki. Me. Share blood.’
‘Suki told me about him. They planned to meet here, but Liam was withdrawn early before they found each other.’
‘That means they came for you soon after you arrived,’ said Eve. ‘Why so?’
Liam shrugged. He had his tentacles tucked behind his back, as if self-conscious. ‘Catch me spy.’
Eve blinked. ‘Talk properly.’
Naif watched suspicion flood Eve’s face. ‘Liam’s speech was changed by the withdrawal.’
Eve grunted. ‘So what did you spy on?’
Naif held her breath, not knowing what Liam would say.
‘Hear talk. “Merpati must live.”’
‘Who is Merpati? What does that mean?’ demanded Eve.
Liam shrugged. ‘Merpati lives. Ripers live. They say.’
Naif hid her surprise at Liam’s revelation. ‘Eve, trust us. I’ve much to tell you as well. Please.’
Eve scowled at Liam and glanced at the remaining guard. ‘Keep him here ’til I’m ready.’
She beckoned Naif deeper into the cave and past a curve in the rock. Tucked away there was an empty space big enough to hold a large group. The sides and floor were worn smooth by constant use. Two chairs made of dried brush sat next to each other against the back wall. Eve went straight to one of them and gestured for Naif to sit in the other.
She knew right away who the spare seat usually belonged to and the realisation made her uneasy. Eve and Clash were like Elders presiding over their congregation. Except their congregation was a gang.
Eve stared at her. Shadows across the girl’s face made it hard to see her true expression. ‘Tell me what you know,’ she said.
‘The Elders and the Ripers are definitely in league. The Ripers harvest something from our blood during withdrawal and give it to the Elders to help keep them young.’
‘Why would they do that?’
‘So that they supply the Ripers with us . . . young people.’
‘You mean we think we’re coming here for freedom . . . but the truth is we are being lured into slavery,’ said Eve.
‘You’re from Grave?’ asked Naif. The news surprised her. Eve did not seem like a Grave girl at all; not with her boldness, her confidence.
‘My parents were merchants who settled in Port of Patience. We spent time everywhere before that, while my family tried to build trade treaties. We were in Grave one winter.’ She grimaced at the memory.
‘Charlonge says there are old books in Vank that can tell us more about the Ripers. She’s gone to get them and will meet us in the Grotto,’ said Naif.
‘When?’
‘I’m not sure. She has a boy with her – Emilia’s brother. He helped me in Grave. He’s bold and resourceful and would not be recognised at Vank. He’ll have to steal them.’
‘So you came here to tell us.’
‘Yes. We’ll need help to bring the books here. I also thought . . . hoped you might have heard something about the uther queen. The Ripers hold her as ransom to force the uthers to do their bidding.’
Eve raised her eyebrows. ‘We’ve long wondered about the relationship between the two. How did you learn this?’
‘From Brand when she spoke with the Grave Elders. They discussed it. I think if we can find the uther queen and free her, then we can convince the uthers to abandon the Ripers and help us.’
‘A romantic notion, Naif,’ said Eve with a harsh laugh. ‘The two have worked together for a long time.’
‘Only because they’ve had to,’ said Naif stubbornly.
‘Do you know what the Ripers are capable of? How brutal they can be? Lenoir killed a Riper called Tanel right in front of us. Naif, he tore his throat out.’
The sickness she’d felt earlier gripped her stomach again. ‘But he had a reason . . . surely?’
‘Tanel had gone rogue and attacked Suki. Lenoir was angry, but I think it was more than that. He sought to teach us a lesson.’
‘What lesson?’ whispered Naif.
Eve closed her eyes and pressed her thick fingers against her brow. ‘It was a warning. That we would have to be as brutal as him if we wished to stop them.’
‘Is that why you are making weapons?’
‘We have to defend ourselves!’ The Leaguer stood up, paced a little and then came back to the chair. ‘What else do you suggest? Let the Ripers slowly kill us all? Suck our life from us so they can survive?’
‘No! But I don’t believe we can beat them with spears and slings, either. They must know already what you’re doing. They’ll be spying on you from the dark. They’re quicker, stronger and more ruthless.’
Eve lifted a giant clenched fist, angry at being defied, and for a moment Naif thought she might lash out. But suddenly she relaxed her fingers and dropped her hand to her side. ‘What then, Clash’s sister? What is your idea?’
‘I believe the answer is in the books.’
‘How can you be so sure?’ asked a voice.
‘Joel!’ Naif jumped from the chair and ran to her brother.
Though it had only been weeks since she’d seen him, he seemed larger, more muscular, and a beard shadowed his jawline. He also looked weary.
‘It’s Clash, little sister. Joel has been gone a long time.’ He folded her into his arms and she smelt his familiar scent. The whole world disappeared just for that brief instant before he set her back on her heels. ‘I told you not to return.’
Naif choked the rush of tears that sprang forth. ‘I’ve been home to Grave. C-Clash, it’s the Elders.’
‘What is the Elders?’
Naif retold her story, including what she’d learned on Ruzalia’s island and how many of the young people still died once they’d left Ixion.
Eve and Clash listened in silence until she had finished, occasionally glancing at each other.
‘Then we will die too,’ said Eve flatly. ‘All of us.’
‘Unless we reverse the badges, yes. You see why I had to come back.’
‘And you think some books have the answers?’ asked Clash.
‘Maybe not to the badges. I think the uthers are the ones who made those,’ Naif explained.
‘Naif says the Ripers and the Elders are holding the uther queen. She believes if we can free her then maybe the uthers will help us.’
‘Where?’ asked Clash.
Naif shook her head and shrugged. ‘I hoped you would know.’
‘No,’ said Clash. ‘We knew they had a power over the uthers, that’s all.’
‘What about Lenoir?’ said Eve. ‘Can you get answers from him?’
‘Yes. Convince him to talk to you,’ said Clash.
Naif’s heart contracted. ‘No! I don’t . . . I mean . . . I can’t.’
Eve and Clash stared at her.
‘You say you came back to help us, Naif, yet you won’t do this,’ said Clash softly. ‘What use is your coming then?’
‘No one else can get close to him,’ said Eve. ‘You are the only one.’
‘He was distraught when Ruzalia took you on the airship,’ said Clash. ‘Whatever it is . . . this bond . . . you have sway with him.’
‘I . . . no . . .’
‘He will listen to you, Naif,’ her brother insisted.
Naif gave a reluctant nod. But what will it cost me? What will Lenoir take?
‘Then it’s agreed?’ said Eve.
‘But first we meet Charlonge and see what is in the books,’ said Naif.
‘What do you expect to find?’ asked Eve.
‘Charlonge believes the books contain the entire history of Ixion including when the Ripers arrived. If we know how they brought the darkness then maybe we can find a way to destroy it.’
‘Destroy it?’ said Clash. His expression became stormy. ‘We should banish the Night Creatures and the Ripers, yes. But destroy the island . . . what point is there to that? It’s our home now.’
‘It’s home only because the Ripers force the uthers to clean and give us food and clothes. If there were no uthers, how would we fare? The dark would devour us and there’s no way of growing our own food. This is no place for us to live,’ Naif argued. ‘And we can never go home to Grave.’
Clash folded his arms in annoyance and looked at Eve. ‘What do you say?’
Eve chewed her lips for a time before answering. ‘I say that Naif makes some sense. But first we must find a way to reverse or remove the badges. Neither of your arguments will mean fross if we are all dead. In the meantime we continue to make our weapons.’
‘Where is Suki?’ Naif asked Clash. ‘Isn’t she with you?’
‘She will return any moment. I left her watching the Dominion, spying on Brand and Varonessa.’
Naif had almost got lost in the Dominion searching for Markes. The concentric tunnels painstakingly dug out by the monks now harboured the Ripers. ‘Varonessa?’
‘Suki thinks Varonessa holds the balance of power among the Ripers. Whoever Varonessa decides to follow will prevail,’ said Clash.
Naif remembered the gaunt skeleton of a woman with flowing hair, who she’d seen in the crypt when the Ripers had fought each other. She had seemed to be their arbitrator then. Was she still?
Eve gave a disparaging grunt at Clash’s last comment. ‘Suki thinks the ghosts of the dead haunt the clubs. How can we trust her judgement?’
Naif bristled at her dismissiveness towards her friend. ‘Maybe they do. And I think Suki’s right about Varonessa. She holds a special position among them. I saw that the day they had Markes chained up in the crypt.’
‘Well, if Varonessa is the one, then we should take her. Force her to make them surrender to us,’ said Eve.
‘No!’ This time Clash and Naif were in agreement.
‘What do you think, Suki?’ Eve looked past them both to the curve in the rock. ‘And how much have you heard?’
‘Enough to know you doubt me, Eve. And enough to know Naif speaks good sense. Varonessa has her own band to protect her, and both Lenoir and Brand would come to her call. We wouldn’t get close to her,’ said Suki.
‘Suki!’ whispered Naif.
Like Eve, her friend wore a leather tunic held together with metal clips made from bent cutlery. Her hair was twisted into a topknot and secured with string. Her face and hands and legs were grimy; her knees bleeding.
Suki strode forward and hugged Naif fiercely. But when she drew back her expression was sombre.
‘I’m glad to see you, Naif, but you shouldn’t have come. The Night Creatures will stir. We’re not ready to hold them off.’
‘I had to,’ said Naif simply.
‘If Charlonge is to meet you then we should go to the Grotto now,’ said Suki, revealing she’d heard all of their conversation. ‘Rogue Ripers drift through there. And Brand watches as well. If she gets there before us . . .’
Naif’s heart faltered. She’d been the one to say where they should meet.
‘Take Brenny. He’s our best,’ said Eve. ‘I’ll stay to mind our work. Bring Charlonge and the books back here. Then Naif will go to Lenoir.’
‘Markes should stay as well. His badge is starting to change. And his injury . . . he won’t be able to travel quickly.’
‘What about the others?’ asked Eve.
Naif took a breath and then slowly let it go. She should tell Suki about Liam – prepare her – but not in front of Clash and Eve.
‘What is it?’ said Suki.
‘Emilia is frightened. It’s best she stays here as well.’
Eve looked at each of them in turn. ‘Agreed?’
They all nodded. Eve didn’t mention Liam.
Clash placed his hand on Naif’s shoulder. ‘Suki will show you where we eat. Grab some food and give me a few moments to get ready.’
He and Eve strode out.
Suki and Naif followed them to the mouth of the cave.
‘They’re making their own food here?’ Naif asked.
‘Since the Ripers divided, Brand has been patrolling the kafes. It’s not safe for members of the League to eat in there now.’
‘So how are they getting supplies?’
‘We steal them.’
‘We?’
‘I’m one of them now. After Danskoi, it had to be.’
Naif didn’t react to the news. After Danskoi, she wasn’t surprised. ‘But the Ripers must know you’re here, in this camp. Why don’t they just come in and . . .’
‘Take us?’
Naif nodded.
‘I think Brand likes us being in one place, where she can watch, but we have tunnels they don’t know about. We use them to sneak out and rob the kafes. And we still have friends among the young ones. Eve is revered and the Ripers can’t control that.’
‘It’s risky for those helping you, though,’ said Naif.
‘Yes, but Ixion’s changed. Can you feel it? There’s not the same order anymore. The other gangs have been fighting, and Goa . . .’ She shook her head. ‘Bad stuff is happening in that church.’
‘What about Lenoir?’
Suki gave her a narrow-eyed look. ‘I thought you would know that.’
‘I don’t,’ Naif said. ‘I cut our . . . connection while I was on Grave.’
‘He’s on the run from Brand. Moving every night or two from what we can tell. That’s keeping Brand busy as well.’
Suki stepped out into the night and turned sharply to the left. Naif followed and they walked single file along a narrow ledge. A short distance from the cave mouth, low in the granite wall, was a smaller opening – more like a tunnel. When they reached it, Suki stopped.
‘They’ll hunt you,’ she said. ‘One way or another they’ll take you. I won’t be able to stop them.’
Naif almost smiled. ‘I don’t need you to worry for me, Suki.’
‘And yet I must, it seems.’
There was no lightness in her tone. Her friend seemed so angry and bleak, Naif thought. What had the past weeks done to her? To them all? ‘Eve told me about Tanel, the Riper in the Grotto.’
Suki became very still. ‘She had no business speaking of that.’
‘I’m s-sorry. You haven’t mentioned Rollo,’ said Naif softly, changing the subject. ‘Where is he?’
She shrugged Naif’s arm away. ‘He comes and goes. He’s been back at the clubs, taking beads. Frossing his brains out.’
Naif couldn’t see her face properly but she sounded disgusted and disappointed.
‘You’re no longer friends?’
‘Ixion’s not a place for friends. They die or they leave. On Ixion you need allies.’
‘But some of them come back,’ said Naif. ‘Suki, there’s something you should –’
‘Rollo should have stayed here with the League,’ said Suki, cutting her off.
‘He’s probably scared. Like all of us.’
‘Eve and Clash aren’t scared,’ Suki retorted.
‘Then they should be.’
‘Fear is a waste.’ Suki turned and bent down to crawl inside the tunnel.
Like the main cave, it opened into a space wide enough to stand. Rough tables, stools and odd, cobbled-together cupboards furnished it.
‘We eat here in shifts. Not enough room for everyone at once. And sometimes not enough food,’ Suki told Naif as she straightened up and looked around.
Right now people sat at one candlelit table, leaning over a platter of fried starchies. She recognised Markes, Emilia and two others, Schel and the guard Brenny.
Markes’s leg was wrapped tight with a knotted bandage made from torn clothes. He had on a fresh shirt and pants and sipped from a mug while the others devoured the food. He looked exhausted.
Suki marched straight to the table, cutting across their conversation.
‘Brenny, grab your kit. We’re going to the Grotto. Schel, pack us some food. Starchies and some sugar-water.’ They all stared up at her.
‘Hello, Suki,’ said Markes.
Suki nodded. ‘Markes.’
‘This is Emilia,’ he said.
Suki glanced at the girl and her eyes narrowed. Naif knew that look. Her friend was making a quick judgement and it wasn’t favourable.
‘You should stay here. We’re going to meet Charlonge. Grotto’s dangerous and you’re in no shape to walk,’ Suki told him and then turned to Emilia. ‘You too. You look dead on your feet.’
Emilia didn’t argue with the decision but Markes glanced to Naif. ‘I should come,’ he said.
‘No,’ said Naif bluntly. ‘We have to hurry and you’ll slow us down.’
He stared at the table. She’d been too blunt. But there wasn’t time for argument.
Brenny got up and left, accompanied by Schel.
Suki turned to follow but then stopped and pulled a knife from her belt. Before Naif could speak, she’d darted into a hollow in the wall and dragged someone from the shadows.
Once she had him in the light, she froze.
‘Liam?’
The boy lifted his arm, uncurled a tentacle and gently took the knife from her hand. He blinked and uttered words in a language Naif had never heard.
Naif held her breath as Suki listened and stared at his deformity.
When he’d finished speaking, Suki began to tremble and she closed her eyes. Tears escaped from under her eyelids, trickling down her face and onto her tunic. They looked like blood against the worn leather.
Naif wanted to break the silence but this was not her moment to intrude.
‘Soueta?’ said Liam in a strangled voice. ‘Please.’
The girl took a deep breath and opened her eyes. She reached out to the boy she’d crossed blood with, and laid her wrist against his. A formal gesture.
After a moment, he unfurled his tentacle again and placed it in her hand. She lifted it to her face and held it against her cheek. Not a kiss but an intimacy that made Naif look away.
‘Suki! Naif!’ called Clash from the tunnel mouth. ‘We’re ready.’
Suki kept hold of Liam. ‘So are we.’



 
Clash led them swiftly and surely, shaving time off their trip with his knowledge of the Lesser Paths. Suki and Liam followed him and then Naif and Brenny came last. The Leaguers carried crude bows and arrows slung across their shoulders and knives in their belts. To see Suki in fighting garb both frightened Naif and gave her comfort. She sensed conflict coming as surely as she put one foot in front of the other on the rutted Ixion hillside. And the Ripers would prevail. Unless she could find another way.
As gently as she could, she probed her connection with Lenoir, allowing the throb that she’d come to know as his presence to return slowly. At first there was nothing but as she reached out to him with more assertion her body tingled.
You are home, little bat.
His reply was like a husky whisper in her ear, causing her to stumble.
This is not my home, Lenoir. It will never be.
You shut me out and yet you’ve returned.
I did not return for you.
Naif felt a wave of weariness and sadness from him.
For your brother and his friends then?
Yes.
Yet you know the dangers.
Yes.
She felt a caress this time, which she pictured as a smile. Not an expression of warmth but an acknowledgement that he had expected such loyalty from her, tinged, perhaps, with regret.
It was not my intention for your people to suffer, Naif.
Then release us all. Revoke the badges.
If I do that, my kind will die. And even if I could, Brand would oppose me.
She opposes you now and you defy her. How would it be different?
I can still regain control. Return things to how they were.
Ixion will never be the same. I will not let it be!
She paused on the path and looked ahead. In the distance she thought she saw movement. Or did her eyes trick her? She glanced forward and back. No one else had noticed.
Perhaps, but I can still rule.
Not without Varonessa.
So astute, little bat. I’ve missed you.
Naif pictured his pale, beautiful face framed by silken hair. She remembered his lips on her skin, the exhilaration of his touch as she lay in his carriage craving more.
Then came the glimpse of the beast that lay beneath when passion had overwhelmed him; his face had distorted into something terrible.
Where is the uther queen, Lenoir?
He was silent for so long that only the throb of his presence reassured her he was still there.
I don’t know.
You lie to me!
Test our bond, little bat. You will know that I tell the truth.
His words came to her with such clarity and honesty that they carried a scent: moonflower perfume, pure and gleaming.
But you are the one who took their queen. You forced them to serve you.
I did what I had to in order to survive.
Are you excusing yourself?
I have no need for pardons. It is what it is. Survive or die. I’m not paralysed by the web of guilt and confusion that besets your kind. The choice was simple.
My kind?
Humans.
What are you then?
Come to me and I will explain.
Naif tasted his desire for her as an explosion of sweetness in her mouth. First, tell me where the uther queen is.
I cannot. Brand has since moved her from the Dominion. Even Varonessa is not privy to where.
You know Brand. You must be able to guess.
Perhaps.
Will you help me?
Only if you come to me. Only . . . if you stay with me. Let me see you, N-a-i-f . . .
He said her name so slowly and with so much longing that it tugged at her stomach and tingled her skin.
But her dread countered his seduction, her mind at war with the sensations in her body. Lenoir was a beast, violent and ruthless. And yet only with him did she feel like . . . this.
‘Naif ?’ Suki nudged her. ‘What is it?’
Naif glanced around, confused for a moment. She’d stopped at the apex of the long, rocky stairway that led to the Grotto. Liam, Clash and Brenny were already halfway down.
‘I . . . I was remembering before . . . when we were here. So much has changed since then.’
‘No,’ said Suki, glancing down towards Liam. ‘We have changed.’
Naif looked at her friend’s stern expression in the light of the lantern she held. ‘Liam helped us on Grave. Without him we would have been lost,’ she said.
‘Of course. Liam is from Stra’Ha. He is strong and practical,’ said Suki.
‘Why did you cross your wrists like that in the cave?’
‘We undid our blood vow.’
‘I don’t understand. Does he . . . do the . . . tentacles repulse you?’
‘You think I am so shallow?’ Suki said fiercely, her head jerking back.
‘No. I mean . . . No. But then why?’
‘It’s our law. We don’t pledge to inferior males. It’s not permitted. Otherwise our gene pool would weaken.’
‘You mean that because of what the Ripers did, you can no longer be . . . together?’ Naif asked. ‘But we’re not on Stra’Ha. Does it matter anymore?’
‘To Liam, yes. He is shamed.’
‘Can’t you change his mind?’
‘Not on this, Naif. But someone will pay.’ She pumped her fist into her hand and then turned and began to descend with quick, determined steps.
Naif followed more slowly, taking care how she placed her feet. Suki meant that Lenoir would pay. Just thinking his name brought a new shiver and a pulsing of their bond.
Naif ?
Why did you send Liam and the others to Grave?
Liam?
Anger surged through Naif. Don’t you even know their names? The ones who you failed to withdraw properly – the humans who only half-changed.
Aaaah . . . the khalbas.
Why did you send them to Grave?
His sigh whispered around her in the dark. It is the way of our transformation that it is not always perfect. Just as some of your young die as babes at birth or are disfigured or blighted by wrongness.
If they are we don’t throw them away. We care for them. And Liam did not choose your transformation.
Your babes do not choose to be born. It is simply how your species survives.
His logic frustrated her. What did you want them to do for you in Grave? How could you leave them to live in drains?
Your Elders are untrustworthy.
On that, at least, they agreed. And so you used them as spies.
Yes. I would visit Grave on the new moon, and they’d tell me what they’d seen.
What you did was cruel!
They’re alive. If I had not intervened, they’d be dead. Brand does not see any use for khalbas.
There was no hint of guilt or remorse in him and for the first time Naif began to really understand the kind of creature he was. For Lenoir, choices that she would find difficult were simple. Perhaps that explained his fascination with her reactions; why he seemed so keen to study her emotions and the change that Enlightenment had brought to her.
To Lenoir, she spoke another language in every thought, deed and movement.
Why did you give us such freedom here? Why not just steal us from our homes and drain our lives away? The uthers, the clothes, the parties – why have you gone to such trouble?
Silence.
Lenoir. Tell me! Please.
My answer will anger you.
All your answers anger me.
A hint of amusement. Indeed.
You like to study my emotions. Then tell me and feel my response.
Their bond quivered as if she’d offered him a kiss. Or more.
You bargain well, little one. But you must let me closer if you wish for answers. Let me in.
Naif hesitated, knowing that surrender meant their bond would intensify. But she had promised Eve. Promised Clash.
Very well.
She took a breath and relaxed all the barriers in her mind.
Naif – Within an instant of thinking her name, he possessed her. Her back arched with the sensation and she lost feeling in her legs, causing her to stumble. She sat down abruptly. His pleasure engulfed her, as if his tongue licked at every dark corner of her being.
Tell me, Lenoir.
He sighed and the devouring pleasure receded a little.
The distilling process works best when the young ones’ body chemistry is a certain composition. We use the beads and pods to help achieve that state.
You alter our bodies to make us suit you?
Yes. The badges you wear tell us when you are ready. Then you are withdrawn. Charlonge took very few beads or pods. Her chemistry was never quite right.
That’s why she has lasted so long without being taken?
Yes. You would have been the same. You stopped using them almost immediately. But I had your badge revoked.
It was you?
Yes.
Naif felt sick to her stomach. And yet, he’d saved her by revoking her badge. Her emotions twisted like a snake inside her; anger and gratitude railed against each other.
‘Char’s here!’ Suki’s voice jarred her from her turmoil. She was ahead of Naif, standing at the gate, peering through into the amphitheatre below.
‘Where are Liam and Clash?’ asked Naif. ‘And Brenny?’
‘They’re here. Come on,’ replied Suki, beckoning impatiently. When Naif reached her, she pulled her through the heavy wooden gate and pushed it shut behind them.
Below them, the Grotto was as Naif remembered it; stepped rows chiselled into the rock and swathed in moonflowers. She let her gaze sweep across the amphitheatre looking for the secret exit they’d taken after the meeting of the gangs. It was overgrown with creeper again; hidden from those who didn’t know it existed. Somehow, seeing the profusion of blooms disguising the tunnel was reassuring. There was still another way out.
‘Look!’ Suki pointed down to the front rows close to the central stone dais.
Last time she’d seen it, Eve, Clash, Kero, and the other gang leaders had stood there, calling their people to vote. What had happened to the other gangs since she’d left? Did Kero still lead the White Wings?
Now the dais was empty, except for two figures crouching together at one edge: Char and Jarrold.
Relief slowed Naif for a moment. She watched Clash, Brenny and Liam, already halfway down and moving quickly.
‘Let’s catch up,’ she said. She went to follow them but Suki stopped her.
The Stra’Ha girl became very still, except for her eyes, which flicked in all directions. ‘We should wait here. Be their lookout.’ She shifted away from the gate behind the thick spray of creeper.
‘Suki?’
‘Come, Naif. Quick.’
Naif stood, undecided. Her instinct told her to go down to the others. But Suki knew about stealth and fighting. Naif trusted her friend so she hurried into the hiding place next to her. ‘What should we look for?’
Suki shrugged. Parting the curtain of creeper, she peered out. ‘A rogue, most likely. Those who went wild and didn’t stay with Brand or Lenoir or Varonessa are hungry.’
‘For what?’
Suki turned her head, so that their faces almost touched. Her breath was warm on Naif’s cheek. ‘Us.’
‘B-but –’
‘Have you ever seen Lenoir eat?’
Naif scanned her memories and found no answer to Suki’s question.
‘I think that they don’t just use us to transform from Night Creature to Riper but they eat us as well,’ said Suki.
Naif’s mind rejected the notion but her body reacted with shock. She swayed as if she might faint but Suki held her fast.
‘You have proof?’
The girl tapped her temple. ‘I know.’
With Lenoir’s presence so strong in her, Naif found it was impossible to keep her reaction from him.
Naif ? What’s wrong?
With effort she ignored Lenoir and focused on Suki. ‘What did Tanel do to you?’
Her friend’s breathing quickened and she quivered. Naif stroked her arm soothingly. Her flesh felt hot and feverish. ‘You’re burning up. Suki, what’s wrong?’
‘You cannot tell the others. Even Liam.’
Naif nodded.
‘You tell them and we’re no longer friends. Understand?’
Another nod.
Suki lifted her arm and twisted it so that Naif could see her hand. A crude bandage was stuck to her palm. Suki peeled it back.
Underneath, her Ixion badge oozed with infection. The skin had begun to rot at the edges and the smell made Naif’s stomach churn.
‘He held me down and put his teeth to my badge. I can still feel them, sharp and filthy.’ She covered up the wound and slipped her hand behind her back. ‘Then he sucked. I could feel my life going.’
‘Y-y-your blood?’
‘Not just. Something more.’ She bit her lip. ‘Might sound frossin’ mad to you but he took my lieb.’
‘Lieb?’
‘Spirit. You know what that is, Naif ?’
Naif nodded hesitantly. On Grave, spirit was a forbidden word. ‘Spirit is sinful.’
The words were out before she could consider them.
‘Sinful! Is that what they teach you in Grave?’
‘Yes. Shun spirit. Live wise.’
‘The only thing frossin’ sinful thing are those frossin’ houngas who lied to you with all their sick talk. Spirit is life force. Not just your blood and flesh but your will and your fight. Spirit is everything rolled up into one. Without spirit we die.’
Naif thought quickly. Suki’s explanation made sense. The Elders had used their explanation as another way of controlling their people.
‘If Tanel was consuming your spirit, how is it you are still . . . you?’
‘Am I?’ said Suki. A hint of hysteria had crept into her voice. ‘That frossin’ Riper put his mouth to me. Stra’ knows what poison is inside me now.’
‘Did you get Schel to bathe your hand?’
Suki glared at her fiercely. ‘No one must know. You swore.’
‘But it could be making you sick.’
‘Eve will keep me from the fight –’ Suki broke off suddenly.
‘What fight? Suki? Tell me! All those weapons. What’s Eve planning?’
Suki shook her head. ‘Best you don’t know.’
‘Don’t treat me like that!’ Naif said in sudden fury. ‘I’m not a frossin’ child.’
Suki leaned back on her heels against the rock wall and laughed. ‘My Naif has grown teeth. Perhaps Eve will let you join the League yet.’
Naif tossed her head and parted the creeper to look out. The scent of the moonflowers overwhelmed her; so sweetly pungent. Clash and the others were climbing towards them. Clash held Charlonge’s hand and several torches, while behind them Brenny, Liam and Jarrold each carried books.
Naif went to step out to call to them but Suki held her back.
‘What?’
‘Look,’ said Suki.
As the group reached the halfway point, a shadow glided along the tier below Clash and the others.
Naif went to shout a warning but Suki clapped her healthy hand across Naif’s mouth.
‘Not yet!’
Naif resisted her instinct to call Lenoir for help. What was Suki waiting for?
They were only a few tiers from the top when Suki took her fingers from Naif’s lips. She quickly unhooked some rope from her belt. ‘I want you to step into the open when I say. Call to them. When the Riper comes, I’ll rope it.’
‘A rope won’t hold a Riper,’ said Naif quickly.
‘This one will,’ said Suki. ‘I know. Now call to Charlonge.’
Naif stepped into the open and shouted. ‘Charlonge, Clash, quick. A Riper stalks you.’
Clash reacted instantly, pushing Charlonge ahead and whipping the sword from his belt. He stepped lightly around Jarrold and Liam, barking at them to hurry on. Brenny piled his books onto Jarrold and followed Clash’s lead. He lifted a club from the holster on his shoulder.
‘No!’ whispered Suki angrily. ‘Why must they always do that? The direct fight is not always the smart fight. Tell them to get up here.’
‘Clash, leave him! Come. Please!’
The Riper halted a few arm’s lengths away, eyeing Clash and Brenny close by and the others who were escaping. Naif could see it trying to decide which prey to pursue.
‘It’s a rogue!’ Clash cried. He charged forward with his sword but the Riper shifted position in an eye-blink, dodging him easily. Brenny followed quickly and caught the Riper with a glancing blow.
The attack angered the creature and in another blur of movement it slashed Brenny across the neck. The boy toppled forward and fell awkwardly.
Clash bellowed in fury, stabbing again and again.
But the Riper leapt upwards, chasing the three fleeing quarries, and Clash’s blow sliced empty air. Naif’s brother spun and fell to his knees, scooping Brenny in his arms.
Suki sprang from behind the curtain of creeper. ‘Call them over here, close as you can. Tell them there’s a way out,’ she instructed Naif.
‘Here! There’s a way out!’ Naif beckoned frantically into the moonlit Grotto, stepping back and up towards Suki as she did.
Liam reached them first, his tentacles wound around a load of books. Jarrold lagged behind, slowed by the extra burden of Brenny’s load, and the fact he kept pausing to urge Charlonge on. Char was glancing over her shoulder at Clash.
‘Char!’ shrieked Naif. ‘Don’t look back. Hurry!’
‘Naif, get in here too!’ called Suki.
‘Not yet! Char! Jarrold!’
The Grotto rang with screams. Dimly, Naif knew Lenoir heard her; too far away to be of help, he remained tense, waiting for the outcome.
Char got ahead of Jarrold and then hesitated again, waiting for him.
‘Go!’ he called up to her. ‘Go.’
She turned and climbed the final tier to join Suki, Naif and Liam. As she did, Jarrold stumbled, the books slipping from his grasp and spreading over the ground.
Without thought, Naif ran down to help him, scooping up the precious artefacts. ‘Get up!’ she cried.
But the Riper was on them. Naif saw its pale face, haggard and gaunter than she remembered any of them looking before. Drool glistened at the corners of its mouth, and the smell from beneath its cloak suffocated her with memories of the dead cart on Grave. Rot and something indescribable that comes with death.
It splayed its hands before her, fingernails long and sharp, ready to strike.
Naif, flee! Lenoir pleaded in her mind.
But she couldn’t move. She was transfixed by how milky the Riper’s eyes had become, and how its skin had roughened to the texture of gravel and darkened in patches under the eyes and cheekbones and around the mouth.
What’s happened to it?
Starvation is causing it to devolve.
This will happen to you?
If I do not eat. Yes.
A picture of his physical perfection flashed into her mind. How terrible to lose such beauty.
Naif, the rogue will kill you. Put your fingers to his throat. The soft part under the jaw. Gouge it and he will bleed. In his weakened state that will stop him.
As the Riper raked her skin, she lunged at its throat, enduring the tearing of its fingernails as she thrust her own fingers up under its jaw and scratched. Almost immediately, its decaying skin tore and she felt something warm and slippery.
The Riper stiffened.
But as Naif scratched harder it began to thrash, throwing her sideways. This time it pounced on her, pinning her arms to her side. Drool and blood wet her face. She closed her eyes against the inevitable.
Lenoir. Keep my friends safe.
Naif! Lenoir’s cry was lost in the bellow that Jarrold let loose as he belted the Riper in the head with a heavy book using every bit of strength he possessed.
The creature stopped, stunned, then turned and lashed out, knocking him down.
But Clash appeared from the other side and the Riper was forced to stand to protect itself.
In that instant, Suki loosed her lasso. It fell over the Riper’s head and shoulders on the first attempt and she hurled herself down the tiers, pulling it tight as she ran.
‘Knock it over. Quick.’
Jarrold and Clash converged to tackle the Riper while its arms were pinned. They sat on its chest and legs until Suki had knotted the rope safely.
She stood up and drew a dagger from a sheath strapped to her calf. ‘Move aside, Clash. I’ll finish it now.’
‘No!’ said Naif. ‘You can’t just . . . kill it.’
Suki squared her shoulders. ‘You tell that to Brenny.’
Naif looked below them. Brenny was where Clash had left him, his neck twisted at an impossible angle.
Suki thrust an angry finger towards the boy’s lifeless body. ‘It slit his neck wide open. And you were a breath from the same fate.’
Naif stayed silent, unable to reply.
Your friend is right. He will continue to hunt. He is starving. There is no place safe from him. Lenoir’s voice sounded so sad that it brought tears to Naif’s eyes.
‘You nearly died, Naif,’ said Jarrold. His face was white with shock and exhaustion. ‘We all did.’
‘I will do it,’ said Clash.
‘No!’ said Suki. ‘The kill is mine.’
Naif left them arguing and slowly climbed the top tier of the amphitheatre. Jarrold followed her, carrying an armful of books.
Liam and Charlonge waited for them there, Char clutching her arms to her chest, rocking gently on her feet. Liam, though, had eyes only for Suki. He watched with pride as she bled away the Riper’s life.



 
Few words were spoken on the walk back to the League’s enclave. Naif stayed close to Charlonge and kept her distance from Suki, while she tried to quiet her chaotic thoughts. Lenoir’s presence had diminished to a quiet pulse of relief.
Suki and Clash carried Brenny between them, while the others divided the books equally. Naif couldn’t look at the dead boy or the way his terrible wounds set his head askew from his body. Memories of Krista-belle suffering the same fate from a Night Creature in the church of Danskoi plagued her. She pictured the shock and the anger on Kero’s face. Where was he now?
‘The books are so heavy,’ whispered Charlonge. ‘I don’t think I can carry them much further.’
Naif dragged her attention to the present. Charlonge’s voice trembled with exhaustion. They had dropped a little behind the others, both of them struggling with the weight in their arms.
‘Give me some.’ Charlonge didn’t complain as Naif took several from her. ‘Was it difficult getting them out?’
‘I told Jarrold how to find them. We were lucky a group of baby bats had not long arrived.’
‘From the barge?’
‘Yes. He went in and hid among them. No one noticed him. But it sounds as though things have changed. The new supervisor . . .’
‘No one would be as good as you. You cared for us.’
Charlonge sighed. ‘I tried never to forget how it felt in those first few days on Ixion.’
‘You helped me in so many ways.’ Especially with Cal, Naif thought silently. The girl who’d had a crush on Markes had been so cruel.
‘Jarrold is the boldest young man I’ve ever known. His confidence carried him in Vank.’
‘Bolder than Clash?’ asked Naif lightly.
Charlonge stumbled and righted herself before she answered. She kept her voice low. ‘Joel – Clash – is driven by anger. At your father, at your city. But Jarrold is naturally bold. It is in him. Through and through.’
Naif nodded. Indeed, if it hadn’t been for Jarrold in Grave, she might never have escaped a second time. She owed him much, and liked him as well. But she would never take to his sister. Emilia’s silent neediness chafed at her. It was as if the girl spun an invisible web around Markes.
None of that mattered now though. Only survival did.
She shifted the weight of the books in her aching arms, suddenly possessed with the desire to reach the camp and begin reading them. The ones she carried were bound with animal hide and greasy cord. They smelled of Vank and her first days on Ixion; the strangeness, the exotic temptation, the sinful pleasures. How much wiser she felt now and yet it was only a few weeks since she’d left here. Would she ever have come had she known Ixion’s bitter secrets? Would she have pursued her brother?
Yes. For the truth was, she could no longer tolerate Grave and the cruel and narrow ways of her people. Meeting Suki here had made her realise this and jolted her from her fear. Her friend was so different: bold and humorous and not afraid to speak her mind. How Naif had envied her easiness. But now she understood what came with that confidence. The brutality. The practicality. By coming to Ixion, Naif had not only learned something about herself, but about people. How naive she had been. Guileless.
In her heart, Naif knew that she could not have killed the Riper as Suki had done, as her brother would have done. More fool her, perhaps. Or was it her bond with Lenoir that left her so conflicted?
‘Naif ? What is it?’ whispered Charlonge.
Naif blinked. They were almost at the last rise before the Leaguers’ camp. She began to hurry despite the weight she carried.
‘Wait! Naif, what is it?’ Char called.
She paused. ‘Come on, Char. Markes’s badge is changing and Suki’s was damaged by a Riper. The young ones on Sanctus need us and . . .’
‘And?’ said Charlonge, panting as she came alongside her.
‘And I think Dark Eve is preparing for battle.’
Charlonge forced her legs to move more quickly and caught up with Naif. ‘Fross!’

 
Eve sent guards to meet them and to help with Brenny’s body but neither Suki nor Clash would relinquish their hold. As they made their way solemnly to the caves, the Leaguers gathered to follow their path, some crying, others swearing when they saw what had happened.
Eve waited at the mouth of the main cave, stiff with rage, the hilt of her huge axe resting against her thigh. They stopped just below her, waiting. Angled above them, drawn to her full height, she looked terrifying.
Clash finally handed Brenny to one of the other Leaguers. While everyone else stood back he approached Eve with bowed head.
‘A rogue did this?’ thundered Eve.
Clash nodded. ‘Brenny was brave, fighting at my side. We retrieved the books.’
Eve shook with a fury that Naif had never witnessed in her before.
‘Charlonge, come here!’ she roared.
Char hurried up over the rocks to join Clash. When she reached him, Naif saw her sway with tiredness.
‘You say the books will tell us about Ixion? The origins of the Ripers?’ demanded Eve.
‘I-I believe so. But I haven’t read them all. I only found these ones some weeks ago – just before Danskoi.’
Eve clenched the hilt of her axe. ‘Tell me they are worth Brenny’s life.’
Charlonge looked up at her, speechless, then to Clash for help. But Naif’s brother had nothing to offer her. Silence spread across the assembled listeners.
Naif stepped forward, compelled to help her friend. ‘We believe the knowledge in these books is worth your and my life as well, Eve, if it means we can set the young ones free. Not just those here now, but those who would come.’
Eve brought her fierce, bruising stare down on Naif. She lifted the axe from the ground as if she might take both Clash and Char’s head off with one swing.
Char began to cry, but Clash didn’t flinch.
Naif stepped up further, so she was alongside him. Back straight, eye unblinking, she withstood Eve’s wrath the same way she had withstood her father’s cold indifference and the wardens’ twisted tortures; the way she’d borne the pain from her obedience strip.
Nothing would make her cower. These books held the key to their freedom and their survival. She knew it.
A hand touched her elbow and a sturdy frame planted itself next to her.
‘I’m Jarrold. I helped Charlonge with the books. I’m new here but . . . but shouldn’t we get on with it, so we don’t all end up like Brenny?’
Something in Jarrold’s simple and sensible statement broke the tension.
Eve lowered her axe to the floor again. ‘Wise enough words, young man.’ She lifted her gaze to the gathered Leaguers. ‘Brenny will get our highest honoured burial. In the meantime, all of you have tasks to fulfil. We have an island to take.’
A murmur of approval spread among the Leaguers, and all but two went back to their work. Those who stayed, Naif guessed, were Brenny’s closest.
‘Take the books to the candle cave and find us what we need,’ Eve said to Naif and Charlonge. ‘Suki, Clash, with me.’
With that she stepped down and went to speak more privately with Brenny’s grieving friends.

 
Two Leaguers brought them food and basins to rinse their hands before they began. Charlonge insisted on the washing, fearful that the dirt would further stain the pages and obscure the writing.
They sat cross-legged in a circle with the pile of books in the centre. Markes and Emilia joined Naif and Charlonge, but Liam and Jarrold begged off.
‘Carry them, I will,’ said Jarrold, ‘but read the frossing things? No! It’s worse than school.’
None of them expected an explanation from Liam, and the way he stared at the books with suspicion made Naif wonder if he could read at all. From what she knew of Stra’Ha, the men existed to help provide for the women.
Candle smoke stung Naif’s eyes as she began to skim pages. The rolling script had no punctuation breaks, and Naif strained to decipher the words. Much of it was a listing of daily tasks. The wording seemed clumsy too, phrases in reverse or such strange wording that the sense of it became lost.
Morn of yester odor trapped burn
Shieves molde in spite wind
What in Grave did those things mean?
After a time, the words began to blur and she had to fight the desire to lie down and sleep.
‘This is another language,’ said Emilia suddenly.
Charlonge leaned across to look over Emilia’s shoulder. ‘Some of the early monks came from the Far South of our world. When they died, no others came. They spoke a difficult language and not much is known about them except that they built the prayer hutches. The monks who came after them were from places much closer. They knew nothing of the Far South, only that the seas between here and there are rough.’
That idea caught Naif’s interest, and her sleepiness abated a little. An unknown land, so far away they knew nothing of it, apart from the books left by courageous travellers. A place far away from Grave and Ixion.
‘Put those written in another language in a separate pile,’ said Markes. ‘I’ll look at them. Their word symbols look like music. I might be able to work out how to read some of them, if I can find a pattern.’
Naif gave up on her current book and chose a slim, battered volume from halfway down the pile. This one, though mottled and torn, had a soft blue leather cover. The binding appeared to be a kind of resin, not the binding cord used on many of the others.
‘This looks more recent,’ she said.
Inside, the writing showed spaces and some punctuation symbols, which made the reading easier.
Brother Mahout be I, charged with the recount of the history of the Islands for His Most Holy Highness Lomakin . . .
Naif felt a charge of energy. Brother Mahout talked about the islands. How many lay within the Golden Spiral? She began thumbing through pages for any drawings. A third of the way through, she found several maps. They showed a segment of sea sprinkled with islands of different sizes. A section of it had been shaded over lightly in an undulating shape.
‘The Spiral,’ she said out loud.
Emilia shot her a questioning glance but Markes and Charlonge remained absorbed in their own reading.
Naif thumbed back and began reading several pages before. Then she came to a page which had the corners turned down, as if to mark it. It read:
Be told in tomes and stories from sailors that the sea be littered with remnants of God’s fury. Spits of land, cast from his mouth in anger as he tore the land of Lapith to pieces. His Holy-ness decreed new names for this land constellation . . .
Naif scanned through the list and found Ixion at the centre.
‘It seems the island was larger and has not always been called Ixion,’ she said.
‘Yes,’ said Markes, looking up from his book. ‘In this book it’s called Lapith.’
‘Does it speak of the other islands?’ asked Charlonge.
‘Yes. Look. I have a drawing here.’ Naif placed the book in the centre of the circle so they could all see the sketch.
‘If this shaded section is the Spiral, it’s like a cloud surrounding them,’ said Charlonge. ‘That’s the first I’ve seen of such a map.’
‘You mean none of the other books have it?’
She nodded. ‘Not the ones I’ve seen. Nor do they speak of it. I had begun to think that the Spiral was a name made up by the Ripers, and spread to other places by pirates.’
‘What’s that tiny mark at the bottom of Ixion?’ asked Emilia.
Naif squinted at where she pointed. Beyond the southernmost tip, a reef was drawn in wavy lines and beyond that the dot of a tiny atoll. She examined the book’s cover for date marks but the torn hide showed no stamp or engraving. ‘Perhaps the Spiral didn’t exist until the Ripers came?’
‘What do you mean?’ said Markes. ‘How could it not have existed?’
‘The Ripers aren’t of this world. Lenoir spoke of being caught in the pull of the Tri-Suns.’
Charlonge frowned. ‘If they’re from other worlds perhaps their arrival somehow caused the Spiral to be made?’
‘How?’ scoffed Markes. ‘Are you saying the Ripers can move land and water? And bring darkness?’
Naif flushed, angered by his scorn.
‘They could be right, Ewan,’ said Emilia.
The use of Markes’s Grave name jarred on Naif but it made him listen.
‘We were taught at school that islands formed when the sea flooded up the sides of mountains. Some of those mountains still run with hot flow from the belly of our world. What if the Ripers fell from the sky into the sea, upsetting the earth and water? It could be that the ground shifted beneath their crash and more islands formed,’ said Emilia.
‘That’s fou,’ said Markes, using a word Suki had taught them.
‘No!’ disagreed Charlonge. ‘On Lidol-Push my parents told me stories of a God that fell from the sky. He disobeyed his father God and was cast from the heavens. They said the night sky blazed for so long from his fall that night became day. When the light finally dimmed, it left a well of dark water where the young God fell.’
Naif’s stomach tightened in excitement. If the Golden Spiral had not always been there then whatever had occurred to cast Ixion into darkness could perhaps be undone. She would not share her hope with the others yet. Not until she learned more.
‘Find the books that are written at that time and see what stories you can find about Gods falling to the sea.’
‘What time was that then?’ asked Emilia.
Naif jogged her friend’s elbow. ‘Char?’
‘My parents said it was Pama’s story and she lived six decades. She died a year before I came to Ixion.’
‘Then look for anything written less than a hundred years ago.’
‘What are you thinking, Naif ?’ asked Markes.
‘Knowing how the Ripers arrived means also knowing how they can leave.’
Charlonge crawled back over to her pile of books. ‘You believe you can make them leave?’
‘I don’t know. Let’s find out more.’
‘But Eve and Clash have their own plans to defeat them. They have weapons,’ said Markes.
‘They won’t succeed,’ said Naif quietly. ‘They cannot. Even if every single young one on Ixion joined them. They cannot win. The Ripers and the Night Creatures are too strong.’
‘Your bravery deserts you now, Naif ?’ said Markes, surprised.
Naif clenched her fists. Markes dismissed her ideas the way Clash did. ‘Bravery is not what we need. We have to be clever and far-sighted. It’s not just the Ripers that need to be stopped. What about our Elders? They are just as evil. They are the ones trading our lives.’
Charlonge nodded but Markes remained unconvinced. ‘Once we’ve defeated the Ripers we can take our fight back to Grave.’
‘And do what? Slaughter our parents and cousins and friends?’
‘Seals have no friends,’ he said.
Naif ignored the barb. His argument was hollow and he knew it. ‘You aren’t a Seal. You left behind friends.’
‘Ewan, listen to her,’ said Emilia. ‘Please.’
It was the third time she’d supported Naif, and Markes fell silent. The four of them stared at the books.
Markes got to his feet. ‘I need air.’
Emilia looked at him uncertainly. ‘Ewan?’
But his attention fell to Naif. ‘If you are right and the Ripers come from another world, don’t you think they would’ve left already if they could? Have you thought, perhaps, that they choose to be here?’
Naif shrugged. She did not want to tell him of her nascent plan to destroy the Golden Spiral. Nor did she want Suki or Eve or Clash to know. They wanted to fight. ‘As I said, we should keep reading. It cannot hurt to learn more.’
He made a frustrated noise. ‘You learn more. I’m going outside.’
Emilia looked forlorn but Naif refused to be daunted. ‘Char, Emilia, keep reading. Please.’
Charlonge nodded and began separating her books by date. Emilia sat unmoving, clearly torn.
‘You are clever, Emilia,’ said Naif. ‘Make your own decisions. Use your mind to help protect your future.’
The girl’s eyes grew wide with the compliment and with the suggestion that she should act on her desire. At first, Naif thought she might get up and follow Markes, but after a moment or two she bent to the task.
From then, Naif lost track of time, reading until her eyes stung and watered and pain stabbed her shoulders where she bent over the books. Some of the stories read easily, some were told in such an obscure manner she could only guess at their meaning. She desperately wanted to stretch out and sleep but she refused to succumb while the others still toiled.
An hour or more later, Charlonge still looked fresh and able to concentrate. Naif marvelled at her stamina. This is her world. Her passion. This is what she came to Ixion for.
As Naif watched her, Charlonge gave a little cry and looked up. ‘I found something! Listen:
‘A giant creature fell from the sky and there was a brilliant burst of fire and then all Lapith became dark. The earth spewed its anger and bellowed its rage. Waves beat the shores and winds raged. All of the lowland Mu-ers perished. Some of the Goan heathens hid in the high caves but we, the Los Fien, who God blessed with high position and status, remain. The High Priest prays for forgiveness and the return of the light but while the sky-beast lies in the water beneath us, the sky can only rot. My mentor fears the traders will no longer come with supplies. We pray God will provide.
‘“The sky-beast lies in the water beneath us”,’ Char repeated. ‘What could that mean?’
‘Could it mean the vessel that brought them here? Like an airship that can travel even further than Ruzalia’s. Up in Sky-death?’ Naif pointed upward.
‘But out there it is endless night and nothing,’ said Emilia.
Charlonge made a derisive noise. ‘What do you call the Tri-Suns, then? And the stars? They are hardly nothing.’
‘The stars? We’re taught that the sparks in the night sky are pieces flung off by the Tri-Suns to light our nights,’ said Emilia.
Naif stared at her. ‘You were taught about Sky-death?’
Emilia frowned and then a look of understanding flashed across her face. ‘You’re a Seal.’
Once more Naif felt a surge of frustration. She knew so little of the world because the Seal Superiors had chosen to keep them in ignorance. ‘These books must be preserved away from Ixion,’ she said urgently. ‘Ruzalia would keep them safe on Sanctus.’
Charlonge smiled for the first time in a long while. ‘You see now why I sought them out. You see why I came?’ Then she frowned, having a second thought. ‘But Sanctus is no safer than Ixion.’
Perhaps Char was right in that. All the young ones on Sanctus were dying. And everyone on Ixion; all the people that Naif cared for. She had to find more answers. Quickly.
She stood and stretched her cramping muscles. ‘I need to walk a little to stave off sleep. I’ll take in some air and return.’
‘Bring back more of the honey cakes,’ said Char, helping herself to the last one on the platter. ‘Stolen Ixion food is far better than Ruzalia’s stew.’ She bent over her book again, straight away lost in her reading.
Emilia nodded at her, and Naif found it in herself to return the gesture as she left.
Moving more quickly than her tired and cramped legs should have been able, she left the cave and climbed down the rock lip. In front of her, the torches lit a buzzing camp. Not a single person sat idle. Eve strode from cluster to cluster of workers, speaking curtly, gesturing in her sharp, emphatic way.
Naif wanted to walk among them but a stronger compulsion resisted. Suddenly she found herself walking quietly to the edge of the dark, out past the camp’s limits. She began to sweat in fear. What is happening? She tried to call for help but her lips clamped shut, her throat seized.
Her legs drove her body up the steepest part of the ridge, where it met the rock wall that harboured the caves. She slipped on rock screes, sliding back and then having to scramble forward again. But the compulsion did not give up.
It told her to get to the top of the ridge. Lie down. Hide.
Her already-sore body ached and cried with fatigue as she scaled the last distance. Fresh grazes stung her palms, and from the wetness trickling down her shins, she knew her knees had started to bleed again.
Her mind fought a furious battle with her body. Turn back! Turn back!
She tried to look over her shoulder, but the compulsion wouldn’t allow it. Not until you are at the top, prone and out of sight.
But what am I hiding from? she challenged it.
No reply.
And so she pushed her body up over the ridge of loose rock and unexpected sand traps until she reached a granite slab bigger than herself.
Only then did her compulsion to climb ease. Abruptly, it became a downward pressure, forcing her to lie down between two rocks.
The steady weight stayed on the middle of her back, crushing the energy from her and casting such a thick, black fog across her mind that she could no longer think or fear or fight . . . only watch.
Below, she saw the camp, the torches, the Leaguers. She could even make out Clash and Eve, crouched together near the pile of spears.
A scream from the far end of the camp sent a chill through her numb body. Near the farthest prayer hutch a commotion had started. At first she couldn’t make sense of it; Leaguers running, some falling, unable to stand again.
Her vision blurred as though tears or sand blinded her. She blinked rapidly and each time her sight cleared, more Leaguers fell.
Clash! Suki! Charlonge! Markes, Jarrold and Liam! Her eyes flicked in frantic search of her friends.
Clash and Eve had their weapons drawn but they stood still as though immobilised by shock. Naif blinked again, realising that the blurring was movement; creatures travelling so quickly that her eyes couldn’t focus upon them.
Ripers. A dozen or more, devastating the camp, taking Leaguers down, killing some – those who fought.
Naif saw Clash and Eve fall to their knees. Lassoes fell across their shoulders. Clash rolled away but was dragged back.
Naif opened her mouth to scream warnings to those still in the caves below her but the compulsion had stolen her voice. She fought against it like she had nothing in her life before. With more anger and fear than she’d held for the wardens.
But the sound that escaped her throat was a soft gargle that carried no further than her breath. She tried again and again, all the while watching the Leaguers being tied and dragged and taken away into the dark. As the blur of Ripers reached the caves she strained so hard to speak her heart thumped against her ribs and her ears felt as though they would burst.
Finally, something broke free within her and her voice loosed.
‘Char–’
But her scream fell victim to a strong, unrelenting hand that clamped over her mouth.
‘Hush. For your own life’s sake. You cannot help them, Naif.’
Lenoir!



 
With Lenoir’s hand stifling her scream, Naif could only watch as the Ripers took them all. Last were Emilia and Charlonge, their clothes torn, their skin bare and white against the torchlight.
When they were gone, Lenoir finally let go.
Naif lay still, dazed.
‘You made me climb here,’ she said finally, in a voice that sounded strange to her.
‘When I learned that Brand intended this, I knew I couldn’t reach you in time,’ he said softly. ‘It was the only way I could save you.’
She could not bring herself to look at him. Or to be grateful. But she had no energy for anger. Only for questions. ‘Those Ripers were all with Brand?’
‘She has more than half of us with her now.’
‘But the League has been in this camp for ages. Why do this now?’
‘Until now, they had not planned a war against us. Eve is foolish to think it would go ignored for long.’
‘She believed you were too busy fighting each other.’ Naif thought for a moment. ‘Brand didn’t kill them all. Only the ones who resisted. Why?’
Lenoir hesitated and then gently put his hands to her shoulders, helping her into a sitting position. He placed a hand under her chin and tilted it upward.
Finally, she looked at him. In the light cast by the empty camp’s torches, his face looked sadder and more beautiful than she remembered it being. Her breath caught in her throat. Beauty masking brutality. Yet his touch was so gentle.
‘I’m sorry, Naif, but your kind are more useful to them alive for now.’
Naif’s heart contracted painfully. ‘She’s taking them to Danskoi?’
Lenoir didn’t answer but nor did he look away. He met her gaze solemnly. ‘I could not let them take you. While I live, you live.’
Naif climbed shakily to her feet. The compulsion had lifted now. ‘Then you must help me free them at once.’
‘They are safe for a time,’ said Lenoir. ‘Our . . . synthesis takes time and there are others before them. They’ll be kept asleep until the time is right.’
‘How long?’
‘Two Early-Eves, at least.’
Early-Eve occurred once in a Grave day, which made it a similar measure to dawn.
Naif stared into his eyes, looking for the truth. Was it a beast that lay behind there? Why could she only see concern? Unable to stop herself, she reached out and touched his cheek. The skin felt slightly rough. Not the marble smooth that she had known before.
He closed his eyes and turned his head so that his lips grazed her fingers. Her flesh lost some of its numbness.
‘Your skin . . . are you sick?’ she whispered.
‘Hungry, Naif,’ he said. ‘For so many things. Come with me to a safe place. You may bathe and change and eat. We can talk,’ he said.
‘Safe?’
‘We move our nest regularly. Brand cannot find us.’
‘Yet you easily locate her?’
‘She is arrogant and careless. She doesn’t believe she needs to evade me.’
Naif watched him. ‘You are planning something?’
He held out his hand. ‘Come, baby bat.’
His voice fell hot and heavy on her mind. She tried to resist it, to think her way to another course of action, but fatigue and shock contrived against her. She should be going straight to Danskoi. She should go . . .
But instead, she took Lenoir’s hand.
He immediately enfolded her in his embrace and she gave a moan of relief. His arms were a cool haven against the heat of his voice. If she tilted her head against his chest she could so easily sleep . . .

 
‘How could you bring her here?’
Naif started awake at the sound of the shrill voice and found herself curled in an unnatural position. As she tried to move her arms and legs, a rank moistness assailed her nostrils. She was inside something that rocked like a hammock every time she shifted. Freeing one of her hands from behind her back, she began to feel the surface gently. Sticky, with ridges that bulged like veins.
‘We are bonded. I will not abandon her.’
Lenoir.
‘You put her in your sac. You’ve never done that before. Even though you are bonded, she is not one of us.’
‘Her body needed nourishment and rest.’
‘And so does yours. You give up your food for her!’
‘That is my choice, Test, and not something you should question.’
‘But –’
‘Silence!’
Lenoir’s command sent a bolt of fear right through Naif. She searched quickly for a way out of her cocoon and found a bulge in the smooth texture. A seam, perhaps?
Experimenting, she tried to prise it apart with two fingers. Once a small gap opened, the rest followed quickly, as though she’d pulled apart a piece of soft fruit.
Without warning, she upended onto a hard rock floor.
Groaning, she rubbed her forearm, wondering if a bone had cracked. It took a few moments for the pain to recede before she realised two sets of leather-clad feet stood before her.
Looking straight up, she encountered Lenoir’s quizzical expression and Test’s disapproval.
‘You’re awake, little bat,’ said Lenoir.
Naif got up. Glancing around, she took in the fleshy globules hanging from the cave roof, all exactly the same as the one that had held her. ‘What are they?’
‘Our sacs,’ he replied. ‘Our metabolisms require us to take food through a form of osmosis.’
Naif couldn’t stop a shudder. ‘So in Danskoi . . . you’re eating us.’
Lenoir’s mild expression faded. ‘Your understanding is simplistic, Naif. We are a complex species. You cannot reduce our processes to your own terms.’
Naif balled her fists and tried to keep her voice steady. ‘Then what do you call it? How do explain taking our lives to feed yours?’
‘Lenoir, she’s insolent,’ said Test, baring her teeth.
In the glow of the torches that lit the cave, the Ripers looked gaunt and their cloaks bore old stains. Beneath, Naif glimpsed the torn edges of their shirts. She’d felt the roughness of the material as she’d gone to sleep in Lenoir’s arms. Before, his clothes had been silky and clean. It could only mean that the uthers no longer served him.
‘Where is the uther queen?’ Naif asked.
Test lunged to slap her but Lenoir moved quicker, seizing his lieutenant by the throat with one hand and flinging her across the cave. She landed on her feet, crouching beneath a sac for protection.
‘How dare you!’ thundered Lenoir.
His voice held so much authority, so much power, so much anger that Naif’s legs collapsed. The effect on Test was worse. The Riper fell to the ground, writhing as though being stung all over. Urgent, helpless growls wrenched from her chest.
The power in the chamber increased. Test fell still and Naif’s head thumped with pain, as if being compressed.
‘Lenoir! Stop!’ Naif gasped. ‘You’ll kill us!’
As suddenly as it came, the intense pressure stopped, leaving her panting. Slowly, she worked her jaw to ease the ringing in her ears.
Test got to her knees and crawled from the cave, leaving them alone.
Naif took a step towards her and then stopped. ‘Is she . . .’
Lenoir looked at Naif. All colour had bled from his eyes and his body trembled weakly with the aftermath of his fury.
‘Why do you continue to ask about the uther queen?’ he demanded.
‘She can help you stop Brand.’
She had his attention with that comment. The colour seeped back into his eyes and he became still. ‘Speak.’
‘The uthers no longer serve you. Brand won’t let them. Your clothes are filthy and you are surviving by staying on the move. You need the uthers to attend you, keep you strong, and turn their backs on Brand. They will only do that if you hold their queen.’
For a moment, she thought he almost laughed. ‘Clever, Naif,’ he said. ‘To have worked out so much.’
She persisted. ‘Tell me where the queen is.’
‘We kept her in the Dominion but Brand took her the day you fled with Ruzalia. As you say, the uthers will only serve her and Varonessa now.’
‘You counted on Varonessa?’
‘She knows I am the rightful leader but she cannot exist without the uthers. They keep our sleep sacs healthy and nourished. Without them, as you have seen, we devolve. Her hands are tied.’
‘Unless you take the queen back and hold the balance of power.’
‘It is a notion I have been pursuing since you left, little bat. But I have not been able to discover where Brand has taken her.’
‘If you don’t know, then I will help you find the queen,’ said Naif. ‘But only if you set the Leaguers free.’
‘You think you can do that, Naif ? You bargain with me?’
‘The Grave Elders have turned on you; Varonessa is being blackmailed against you. You only have me.’
‘I only have you.’ Lenoir echoed her words with such a sense of deep melancholy and longing that she began to tremble.
Suddenly, he was next to her, his arms around her, hands slipping under her shirt, thumbs stroking the tender skin at the edge of her breasts. His face bent to hers, lit by a torch on the wall next to them.
For the first time since returning to Ixion, she saw him properly. His once flawless skin had become translucent. Underneath it, purple-black striations left spidery tracks as though his body flowed with little tributaries of darkness. She saw beauty and disease and was moved by both.
‘You’re sick,’ said Naif softly.
‘Without the uthers, I can no longer regulate my nutrient intake.’
‘Then let me help you,’ she pleaded.
‘Do not mistake me for feeble, Naif.’ He tilted his head further and kissed her.
She might have tried to resist, she wasn’t sure. Too many emotions conflicted for her to be aware of her actions. Her senses overloaded with pleasure and fear. Part of her had been waiting for this, longing for it to happen. And yet another part rejected Lenoir fully.
He seemed to mistake her confusion for compliance and slid his hands over her. He shifted her to the wall of the lair, lifting her onto his hips, pressing her back against the sharp rocks. His body folded into hers as though they had been born together and separated by chance.
‘Naif,’ he groaned into her hair.
‘Will you let me help you, Lenoir?’
‘If you feed me.’
‘How?’ she said softly.
‘Like this,’ he murmured. His lips closed firmly on her mouth and he began to kiss her.
The sensations that shot through her were heady – irresistible – and she pressed against him.
He moaned repeatedly with the pleasure of tasting her, as though he somehow gained sustenance from it. His hands at her back became rougher, his teeth sharp and raking her tongue until she could taste her own blood.
‘Naif,’ he whispered when she pulled back.
He picked her up and placed her urgently on the cave floor, lying across her so that their lips were level. The pressure of his body sent a searing wave of need through her. To be so close to him was like bathing in hot coals. Her mind flamed and her skin burned. She wanted nothing more than to let the sensations devour her.
‘More,’ he demanded roughly.
Her eyes flew open. She saw flecks of red in the dark depths of his stare and a hungry, wild expression that sent fear shooting through her.
He’s so desperate, he might kill me to feed, she thought. And then all the young ones will perish.
‘No more!’ she said.
His hands slipped to her neck. Strong fingers began to press.
She kept meeting his stare, refusing to panic and plead. She called on all her courage. This time she would not let him compel her to do anything.
‘Let me up,’ she commanded him. ‘No one touches me without my permission. No one dictates how I should think. Even someone as powerful as you, Lenoir. Even someone as seductive.’
His fingers tightened momentarily and then relaxed. Some of the wildness left his eyes. He rolled away from her onto his knees in one motion. ‘You defy me despite our bond, little bat. How entrancing.’
‘Do we help each other? Or do you kill me for food?’ she asked.
He didn’t answer, choosing instead to rearrange her clothes with meticulous care. She stayed still while he did it, afraid any movement might trigger the beast in him.
When he had finished, he lifted her up and set her down gently on her feet, as though she was the most precious, fragile thing he’d ever touched.
‘Together,’ he said solemnly. ‘As it was meant to be.’



 
Lenoir’s faithful crowded close to where Naif sat. The cave that adjoined their current sleeping lair was narrow; the walls impregnated with tree roots from which they’d hung several lanterns.
Naif suspected that the lanterns were for her benefit. Ripers, she knew, could see well in the dark.
Lenoir had called them together so he could speak. He did not want their approval; simply that they should understand why he’d be absent.
‘But how can we be safe without you?’ asked one when he had told them.
Like Lenoir and Test, their clothes were ragged, their faces lean with starvation. Scant trust or belief was left in their expressions.
‘Test knows the pattern you must keep until I return,’ said Lenoir.
His second-in-command crouched furthest from Naif, her lip curled in a sneer. ‘Do not leave us for too long, Lenoir. We may forget you,’ said the Riper.
‘Forget me at your peril, Test. Brand will not have you, and Varonessa will not recognise you as leader. You will be forced to turn rogue.’
Unhappy sounds emanated from those in the circle.
Lenoir used his most commanding voice. ‘I will return to you with the uther queen. Then Brand will have to bow to us.’
The Ripers looked more approving. Even Test’s demeanour lifted. ‘With the uthers on our side we will be able to feed properly. But how long will you be gone?’
‘If we have not returned with the queen within two Early-Eves, go to Danskoi. Brand has captured the Cursed League and taken them there. Enter and take the place as we planned. There will be enough food to sustain you until Brand has starved.’
Enough food. Naif’s heart almost stopped. She would have cried out had Lenoir’s hand not descended on hers, crushing it so tightly she thought her bones would break.
The mood in the cavern changed and energy flickered between the Ripers. One way or the other, Lenoir would save them. She saw their belief in him return. They began to talk among themselves in a rasping language Naif had never heard.
Lenoir’s expression remained serene but Naif felt his satisfaction.
‘Come quietly,’ he said. ‘Now.’

 
Leaving the caves was a journey of twists and turns and climbs that taxed her muscles and her endurance. Without the replenishment she’d received in his sleeping sac she would never have lasted. After a while, Naif gave up hope of remembering their path and concentrated on not losing sight of Lenoir, or the sound of his footfall.
When they finally emerged, she was surprised to see the outline of a familiar church. They were at the back of Illi, the place in which Lenoir had held a party for her.
Just as before, his carriage lay crouched on the ground in deep shadow, easily mistaken for a large rock or pile of rotted bush in the darkness.
She turned to Lenoir. ‘Brand doesn’t know you keep it here?’
‘Brand has only contempt for Illi. It’s the place she acquired her scars. She never comes here.’ While he spoke, he activated the mechanism that freed the carriage from its inert, sleeping position. He opened the door and offered her his hand.
She ignored the gesture and climbed in unassisted. Immediately the leather scents sparked more memories. In here, when they’d kissed, she’d glimpsed his beastly form. Still she did not know if that was truly him.
Naif settled on the well-sprung seat and ran her hands along the upholstery. The feel of it soothed her. Lenoir vaulted in with unnatural grace and sat opposite. Once the door closed he asked her the question she’d been dreading.
‘Now you must tell me. How will we find the queen?’
Before she answered, she considered the notion that he would harm her once she had told him. No. Their bond would protect her. She had to believe that.
‘First you must answer me something.’
He cocked his head, both suspicious and intrigued. ‘What bargain do you now seek?’
‘Not a bargain but your explanation will help mine.’
‘Go on.’
‘What do you know about the Golden Spiral?’
It was Lenoir’s turn to hesitate.
‘Did you come from the sky in a ship?’ she asked.
He nodded.
‘And did the landing of your ship somehow damage this island?’ she prompted further.
‘We are from a place so distant and foreign that you could not imagine it. But our food sources had become scarce there. Our ship was sent to look for other worlds that might support our kind. The Tri-Suns caught us in their gravity and we were left with a choice: land here or burn to our deaths. Our landing was uncontrolled and our food regenerator damaged.’
‘What is a regenerator?’
‘We can do and make many things your civilisations have not yet dreamed about.’
‘What sort of thing?’
‘Well, the vessel that carried us is able to project a hospitable environment around itself for a large distance.’
‘Hospitable to you, you mean?’
‘Yes. We need the darkness. It’s what we’ve come from.’
‘You mean your vessel caused the darkness around the island and the sea to rise. You broke apart a land once called Lapith.’
He stared out of the carriage window to the peaked spires of majestic Illi. ‘The sea suffered some displacement from our vessel’s mass, yes. Mainly, though, this area is volcanic and the crash exerted pressure on a fracture in the seabed. Some of what you called Lapith sank and Ixion was born.’
Naif did not exactly understand him. She knew nothing of seabeds and displacement and only a little about the nature of volcanoes, but her common sense told her this could be true.
‘So you are the ones who brought the darkness here and the changes to the sea? You made the Golden Spiral?’
‘Yes.’
‘Was your craft damaged beyond repair?’
‘Do you think we would not have left, little bat, if it was not? Your world is not what we wanted.’
‘Where does the vessel lie?’
Lenoir turned his gaze back to her. ‘You have many questions and yet you have not answered mine.’
‘These are my last and then you shall have what you need.’
‘Merpati is lost to us in the sea. All we know is that she is still there. While the darkness remains she has not deserted us.’
Merpati. The name Liam had overheard. No wonder they had wanted rid of him. She gave Lenoir a questioning look.
‘After the crash, we found our way to land. When the worst of the disruption had settled, we searched in all directions for her but the waters to the south-east of the island were too rough. Even the pirates would not sail there,’ said Lenoir.
‘What about the uthers then? Where is their place?’
‘They have a dam at the bottom tip of the crater. Not far from where the barge comes in.’
Naif pictured the map in her mind. The uthers’ dam must be north-west of the atoll. ‘But the waters where the barge lands are calm.’
‘It’s true,’ he said. ‘The passage we use to bring you in is sheltered by sand banks. Beyond that, though, the sea is wild and wilful.’
Naif felt a tingle of connection. ‘What if Brand has located your vessel and hidden the uther queen inside?’
Lenoir leaned forward. ‘Explain yourself.’
‘We found maps of the island made after your crash – as the darkness began to encroach. Ixion was much larger, a place called Lapith, as I said – but you caused parts to become submerged. There is one spot left that is above the sea but no longer joined; a tiny atoll beyond a reef. Perhaps that is not a sprig of land but your Merpati.’
‘Why do you think that?’
‘I’ve learned that Brand would come to Vank in secret and read these books. There were signs she’d been looking at a particular map of Ixion, showing an atoll that was not there before you came. We compared it to earlier maps.’
Lenoir’s jaw took on a grim set. ‘We should go to the uthers’ dam first. Ask one of them to accompany us to this atoll. If we find the uther queen we may need them to convince her we mean no harm.’
Naif looked at him solemnly. ‘Do you, Lenoir?’
‘I do not.’ He took Naif’s hand gently and brought it to his mouth. The lips he pressed to her skin spoke of something much greater than passion. ‘Our ways need to change, Naif, if we are to survive.’ He hesitated then, as if wishing to say more. Then he stiffened.
‘What is it?’ she whispered.
He slid down to his knees on the floor of the carriage. ‘Should I not be able to . . . should something prevent me . . . there are words I would say now.’
She waited, suddenly on edge. Something was wrong. Something had changed.
He licked her thumb with the tip of his tongue, savouring the taste. ‘When we bonded I expected nothing more than I had experienced before. I did it only to thwart Brand.’
‘To show your dominance.’
He nodded. ‘My species is ancient and ruthless, our history one of survival. There has never been a place in our hearts for solace or for quiet belief. We challenge and then we war and move to repeat that cycle. When you and I bonded, though, I gained something I’d never had before.’ His voice grew hoarser as he spoke. ‘You gave me moments of peace, Naif. It’s impossible for you to know what that has meant. With your compassion and your loyalty you have soothed an eternal unquenchable blaze that has consumed me.’
He bent his head low over her hand and she felt the wetness of tears on her skin. ‘The boy you call Rollo rests in Illi now. Take him with you to find the uther queen. If I am not waiting for you when you return, find Test in Danskoi. She will help you.’
‘Lenoir, please . . . what is it?’ Naif slid her free hand to his face and cupped his chin, tilting it upwards so she could see him properly.
As she did, dread gripped every part of her. She barely recognised him. His perfect cheekbones had been supplanted by brutish bone structure, his brow suddenly heavy and his lips hidden behind jutting teeth. His eyes had sunk back into his skull and the smooth texture of his skin had shrunk away leaving only twisted dark striations like bleeding cords masking his face.
A growl began, deep in his chest; a deep-earth tremor, growing, building to its peak. When it subsided he spoke in a strange voice. ‘Fasten the door behind me. Wait until it is quiet then go into Illi and seek out your friend.’ He took her hand and placed it on a small protrusion at the side of her seat. ‘When you return, press this panel and the carriage will take you both to the uthers’ dam, and bring you back here when you need it.’
Then, without warning, he sprang out of the carriage, slamming the door behind him.
Naif heard a hissing sound like steam escaping from a meat boiler. She pressed frantically at the trim around the carriage window, trying to find a way to make it turn translucent, but it stayed opaque. The door handle was jammed.
Outside, the noises escalated. The hissing changed to snarls, and then an incoherent language shouted between cracking noises that made bile to rush to her mouth. Bones. Someone . . . something . . . was breaking bones while she sat just a few breaths away.
Lenoir? Lenoir? What’s happening?
Naif grabbed the seat as the carriage rocked from an impact and then settled. Were they trying to get to her? But the door stayed intact, the handle unmoving.
She felt Lenoir’s anger swell to something so immense and dark that it threatened to possess her thoughts.
Then as quickly as it had taken her, it left, and outside the noise abated until the only sound she could hear again was the dull thrum of music from Illi.
Naif ran shaky fingers through her hair. Her scalp and palms were damp. She tried the handle again. This time it opened easily.
Taking a deep breath, she pushed, terrified by what she might find.
Lenoir . . .
But he was not there. No one was there.
Carefully, quietly, she slid her feet to the ground. The lights from Illi showed uprooted bushes and gouge marks in the earth. Dark stains as well.
She knelt and touched one. A dark substance stuck to her fingers. She smelled it. Riper blood – almost black and emanating a sour scent.
She couldn’t control the terror shooting through her. What if Lenoir was dead?
No. Surely she would feel it. Surely.
She tested their bond. Faint but there. Or did she trick herself?
Go into Illi and find your friend, Lenoir had said.
How did he know Rollo would be there – and would he help her even if he was? Suki said he’d been lost to them since Danskoi.
Naif stood and rubbed the blood from her fingers onto her pants. Whatever happened she needed to keep moving. The Cursed League and the others here and on Sanctus had little enough time. Her stomach knotted at the thought of Clash, Suki, Markes and Charlonge – all of them – in Danskoi. How terrified they must be. Or had Brand suspended their consciousness? What would she find when she got to them?
Lenoir said they had time. She had to believe him. She had to . . .



 
No one recognised her as she entered Illi. The grand marble church was not decorated for a ball as it had been the last time she’d seen it. Though the wall hangings and the gleaming furnishings were the same, Markes did not play from the pulpit for an entranced audience, and Lenoir did not watch her from the gallery above. There were no tables laden with honey bread and mulled grape.
Instead, young ones drifted from table to chair, laughing, talking and eating. Though it had only been a few weeks since she’d left Ixion, Naif was momentarily captivated by their exotic appearance. Many of the girls wore hats adorned with long, delicate feathers, reams of lace or clusters of sequins. The boys’ attire ranged from black silk pantaloons to leather to satin. Silver chains and buckles and studs hung from their wrists and decorated their shirts and belts and boots.
They seemed untouched by the disunion between the Ripers, yet they must have sensed it; must have seen some changes. Lenoir’s presence had been so pervasive before. Now it would be Brand’s stamp on their thoughts and deeds.
Feeling conspicuous in her stained pirate’s hand-me-downs, Naif hastened to the stairs. Lenoir had said Rollo slept here, which meant he’d be in one of the rooms above that were kept ready for petite nuit.
She searched in every room along the long corridor, her heart hammering with fear that she might be discovered by a Riper. Finally, she found him in the last room. He wasn’t alone. Bodies lay in the other five beds, not asleep but in a dreaming state akin to it. Naif remembered the strangeness of petite nuit and the confusing transition to wakefulness. Since having her badge revoked she had been able to sleep again, though she never seemed to get enough of it.
She crept to Rollo’s side and leaned over him. His eyes were wide open, unseeing, and he smelled of stale sweat combined with the faint sweet perfume of beads. It distressed her to think that Rollo had put aside his reason for coming here and fallen back to partying. He’d been the one who’d seen the Riper in Grave. He’d been the one who’d convinced her there was a connection.
She touched his arm. His skin was pale and clammy and he appeared thinner. Even his red hair had lost colour and sheen. The beads did that to you, Charlonge had told her once. But Naif had only ever taken them a couple of times.
‘Rollo,’ she whispered in his ear. ‘It’s Naif.’
He twitched and scratched his stomach but kept staring ahead.
She tried again, remembering that it took some time to leave petite nuit behind.
‘Rollo, I need your help. It’s Naif. I’m back.’
This time he sat bolt upright, blinking and swallowing. ‘No!’ he cried and began to flail his arms.
She jumped back to avoid being hit.
‘Shhhh! Rollo! Be quiet!’ She glanced nervously at the door. If a supervisor came, or a Riper . . .
Rollo coughed and rubbed his face. He wore a bewildered expression. ‘Fross! You’re here. Not a dream.’
She couldn’t help but smile. Perhaps he hadn’t changed.
‘What is it, Naif ? Suki? Is she . . .’
‘She needs our help. I’ll wait for you behind the church. Come as soon as you can and we’ll talk.’
He nodded and then reached out and grabbed her wrist, squeezing hard.
‘Ow! Stop it!’ she cried softly.
‘You are real.’
She shook her wrist free and pinched him on the cheek. ‘As real as this.’
His eyes grew wider and he shook his head as if trying to clear it. ‘What . . . why . . .’
‘Come outside. I will tell you.’
‘Rollo?’ said a voice from the closest bed.
Naif turned and glanced across. The boy seemed familiar and yet not.
‘Naif ?’ His voice was hoarse, as if he couldn’t clear his throat, his hair was unkempt and his face bleary. ‘Is it you?’
She stared harder, willing recognition. It came with a jolt of dismay.
‘Kero?’
He’d been so strong-looking and gruff but this boy was wasted, the tattoos on his arms wrinkled from loose skin. Naif couldn’t hide her shock as he passed out of consciousness again, his head lolling to one side.
‘He took it pretty hard about Krista-belle,’ said Rollo.
‘Get him up. Tell him he has a chance to . . .’ She trailed off, not sure what Kero might gain by coming with them.
‘To what? You can’t bring her back, Naif. That’s all that will save him.’
‘We can stop it happening to other people he cares about: the White Wings.’
‘He doesn’t run the Wings anymore. We both left the gangs. Seemed kinda . . . pointless . . . when you went.’
Naif glanced to the door, feeling exposed. ‘Make Kero come and listen to what I have to say. Let him decide. I should go before someone notices me.’
A ghost of Rollo’s old grin returned. ‘Yeah, you should. I mean, what is that you’re wearing?’
Naif pulled a sour face. ‘Thought you fancied the life of a pirate?’
‘Who are you?’ asked a girl behind them, propped up on one elbow. The others in the room were also rousing from petite nuit.
‘Go,’ said Rollo.
Naif cast another quick glance at Kero. ‘Hurry.’
She left them then, and stole down the stairs and out of Illi. The church cast distorted shadows on the path in front of her and strange sounds reached out from the night. She didn’t breathe normally until she found Lenoir’s carriage and crouched behind it.
Would they come? Had anyone in Illi seen her? Recognised her? Someone who would tell the Ripers?
She considered getting back in the carriage but worried it might lock again before the others came.
Instead, she made herself as small as possible, curling up against it to wait.

 
They came, eventually, making too much noise and scuffing the ground with their boots.
‘What the fross is this thing?’ said Kero loudly. His voice sounded thick and raspy from bead use.
Naif eased out of her hiding place. As she stepped around the corner of the carriage she found them trying to peer in the window.
‘It’s shuttered,’ she said. ‘You can’t see inside.’
They both jumped.
‘Naif!’ said Kero. ‘It really is you. You scared the fross out of me.’
‘Come around here,’ she said. ‘Out of sight.’
She beckoned them behind the carriage so they could no longer be seen from Illi.
The boys crowded close to her and Kero took her hand. His fingers trembled. ‘Thought I’d never see you again.’
When he let go, Rollo stepped forward, put his arms around her and lifted her from her feet in a long, fierce hug.
‘Put me down, Rollo!’ she whispered.
He squeezed her tighter for a moment and then dropped her on her feet.
‘Why have you come back?’ asked Kero.
She told them, in a quick and spare manner, the story of her trip to Grave and all that she’d learned, finishing with the news that Brand had captured all the Cursed League and taken them to Danskoi.
‘We have to go there. Set them free,’ said Rollo, punching fist to palm the way Suki had done so recently. ‘Suki and Eve need us.’
‘We must free them,’ echoed Naif. ‘But first we need something with which to bargain.’
‘There’s no time for that. They’ll be consumed by the Night Creatures,’ said Rollo.
‘Lenoir says there’s time. They’ll be kept asleep for a while before the process starts.’
‘Lenoir said? How can you trust a Riper?’ He spat on the ground to show his disgust.
She shrugged. ‘Even if I didn’t, it is the only way to help them. Now is where we waste time; standing here talking.’
Rollo walked a few paces away and back. ‘You believe you can bargain with the Ripers. How?’
‘I’ve learned that they hold the uther queen prisoner. It’s how they force the uthers to work for them. They can’t function without them. The uthers maintain Ixion. The uthers feed the Ripers.’
‘You think by finding their queen you can turn them against the Ripers,’ said Kero. His voice became sharper with interest. Had hope pierced his mind’s fog?
‘Yes,’ said Naif.
Kero squatted down without warning, as if he thought his unsteady legs might collapse.
Naif knelt next to him. ‘Kero?’
‘She would want me to help you. Wouldn’t she?’ he said softly. ‘She wanted me to take you into the Wings right from the start.’
Naif pictured Krista-belle’s sweet face. ‘Yes. She would. And she did. You must miss her badly.’
He stared at her. Naif felt the anger emanating from him. And the pain.
‘I couldn’t stay with the Wings after she . . . after. They didn’t mean anything without her,’ he said.
Naif nodded. ‘Will you help me find the uther queen? I believe they have hidden her on an . . . atoll, close to the foot of the island. I’ll need your help to get there.’
It took him so long to answer that she thought he might not.
‘Kero?’ she whispered. ‘Please.’
Finally he nodded. ‘For Kris. I will.’
‘Thank you. I would insist on one thing, though.’
‘What?’
‘Empty your pockets of beads and pods.’
Rollo, who had stood a few steps away, re-joined their crouched huddle. ‘Why should we?’
‘It’ll be dangerous. You’ll need clarity.’
To Naif’s surprise, Kero emptied out his pockets immediately, crushing the black beads beneath the heel of his boot.
Rollo, however, crossed his arms. ‘How do we know your information is sound?’
Naif bit her lip to keep her anger at bay. She tried to think of what Suki would say to him. But she was not Suki and in the end she spoke straight from her heart.
‘My friends . . . your friends . . . need our help. And even if we don’t succeed . . . you’ll all meet the same fate soon enough when your badges expire. I would rather meet that fate on my feet, trying to do something. Not lying in a bed dreaming false dreams.’ She stood up. ‘Rollo?’
‘Fross it, man! She’s right!’ said Kero. He nudged his friend. ‘Come on.’
Rollo shrugged, still not convinced.
‘I spoke to your father in Grave,’ said Naif. ‘He believed you’d gone somewhere else. Now he knows you’re here.’
‘You told him that?’
‘I snatched a brief moment with him after the Elders’ meeting with Brand. He’s not like the others. He spoke with reason at the meeting and stood up for himself. That’s how I knew who he was. You are like him . . . at least . . . you were.’ Naif let weight hang on her last word.
‘I’m not him. I make my own way and my own rules,’ Rollo said stubbornly.
‘Then choose.’ Naif stood, watching him intently. ‘Stand or hide.’
He took a deep breath and expelled the air from his lungs. Then he emptied his pockets.
Kero held out his hand and they pulled each other up. Then they both faced Naif, side by side like brothers, shoulders touching.
‘Come on, then,’ said Rollo. ‘Let’s go.’
‘We’ll need light down at the bottom of the island,’ said Kero. ‘Best go back and get some torches.’
Naif felt a rush of relief. They were truly with her. ‘Hurry.’



 
The two boys clung to their seats, unspeaking, as the carriage ran down towards the south end of Ixion.
Naif tried to reassure them it was safe but neither relaxed their wary expressions until it finally stopped. Even then Kero looked as though he might be sick.
‘Where are we?’ asked Rollo.
‘Lenoir said we should go to the uthers’ dam. He set the carriage to take us there. He believes we should take one of the uthers with us to help locate the queen.’
‘Dam? What do you mean dam?’
Naif shrugged and reached to open the door. ‘Now you know as much as me. This is where they live – have always lived, it seems.’
Rollo grabbed her hand. ‘Wait. How do we get from the dam to the atoll you told us about?’
‘I’m hoping the uthers will know a way.’
‘And if they don’t?’
Naif pushed his hand away and tried to sound confident. ‘They will.’
She stepped out of the carriage onto a slippery surface, holding her torch aloft. The pool of light revealed that they’d stopped on a muddy ridge, which looked onto a waste of dead brush and small rocks.
Behind them was a narrow causeway, which the carriage must have crossed. On either side of the causeway, large, wet, dark boulders shouldered the road. She smelt the sea close by and thought she could hear the waves.
‘That sound is the surf,’ said Kero from behind her. ‘We must be very close to the lower end of the island.’
Rollo joined them, his mouth ajar, waving his torch. ‘For Grave’s sake. It is a dam. Like the ones the malarms build.’
Both Kero and Naif stared at him.
‘Malarms. They’re the scourge of the shipways. My father used to talk about them all the time. Merchant ships, even pirates, have sunk by running aground a malarm dam. Especially when they sail between islands. Malarms build their homes on inlets and where reefs are close to the surface of the sea.’
‘Do malarms look like uthers?’ asked Naif.
Rollo cocked his head to the side. ‘I’ve only heard him describe them. They sounded wet and slimy. Maybe they’re related.’
‘So where do we go now?’ asked Kero.
‘Those dark shadows over there could be the openings of their tunnels. We could try going down one. But they probably build false trails.’
Naif squinted ahead. ‘Are you sure?’
‘No,’ he admitted. ‘But if they’re like the malarms it’s likely.’
‘How do we even talk to them if we find them?’ said Kero. ‘I’ve never heard an uther speak. Most of the time you can barely see them in the room. It’s like they’re only visible if they want to be.’
Naif knew exactly what Kero meant. She scratched the back of her hand absentmindedly, wondering how many times an uther had been close to her on Ixion and she hadn’t even known.
‘I’ll call out,’ said Rollo.
‘No,’ said Naif. ‘There are rogue Ripers all over the island. We can’t risk our voices carrying too far. The carriage brings enough attention.’
‘Rogue?’ said Rollo.
‘Eve said that not all the Ripers followed Brand or Lenoir. Some chose to go alone. We saw one in the Grotto. It . . . it killed one of the Leaguers.’
‘Who?’ demanded Kero so fiercely she wished she hadn’t mentioned it. Kero didn’t seem stable enough to hear ill news.
‘Liam, Clash and Jarrold tried to save him,’ she said carefully. ‘His name was Brenny.’
‘Brenny!’ Anguish strangled his voice.
‘Jarrold – is that the boy from Grave you mentioned?’ said Rollo, deflecting the conversation.
‘Yes.’ The itching on her hand worsened and she scratched her skin more vehemently.
Rollo frowned. ‘What is it, Naif ?’
‘Something has –’ She glanced down. An uther stood beside her, its paw outstretched, claws extended.
It had been trying to get her attention by scratching her hand.
‘Hello . . . I’m Naif,’ she said gently, afraid that if she spoke too eagerly she would scare it away.
Kero swivelled. ‘What –?’
‘Fross!’ yelped Rollo, jumping back a step.
Naif knelt down so that her face was in line with the creature’s. ‘Lenoir told me to come here. We believe we know where Brand has taken your queen.’
The uther’s pointy nose quivered and a dry rasping noise escaped its throat. A sense of great longing filled Naif, as though the uther was projecting its feelings upon her like Lenoir did, but more gently.
‘Will you . . . one of you . . . come with us?’ Naif asked. ‘We wish to free her.’
The uther grasped her hand in its paws and she felt the sharp nails rake lightly against her palms. It pulled her hand to its warm chest.
‘I think that means yes,’ whispered Rollo.
Naif looked steadily at the uther. She banished the sliver of guilt she felt for betraying Lenoir and said, ‘Our help with finding your queen comes with one condition. You must stop serving the Ripers. No longer will you do the bidding of Lenoir or Brand or Varonessa. Or the Grave Elders.’
The uther let go of her hand and appeared to vanish before her eyes.
‘Where is it?’ said Kero.
The three of them looked around but saw only the mud ridge and the dark waste of brush and rock.
‘Gone,’ said Rollo. ‘Now what?’
‘Wait. It will return,’ said Naif.
‘You sure?’
She shrugged. She wasn’t. But they had no choice.
Rollo grunted and walked off along the ridge. Naif watched him go. Her friends had changed in the weeks she’d been gone, affected deeply and differently by what they had seen in Danskoi. Suki was harder, keener and angrier. And Rollo was no longer driven by his purpose. He seemed angry but confused as well.
‘Kero, how’s Rollo been?’ Naif asked. When Kero didn’t reply, she looked around. He was crouched in the mud, staring at his palm.
‘What is it?’
He looked up at her and turned his palm upward. ‘My badge.’
Naif fell to her knees beside him and grasped his hand. In the torchlight she could see that the badge had changed colour, the edges beginning to pucker.
‘It’s hot,’ he said, ‘and itchy. What’s that mean? I’ve just had petite nuit.’
Naif found she couldn’t lie. ‘Your time’s running out, Kero. We have to hurry.’
His face became wooden and he stared at her.
‘Hey!’ called Rollo, walking back towards them. ‘See that?’
Naif and Kero straightened. From across the brush waste shadows began to appear, as though springing up from the earth. As Rollo walked back to the carriage, a crowd of silent uthers gathered in front of them.
‘What the fross?’ whispered Kero.
Hundreds, thought Naif. There are hundreds of them.
She felt the scratching at her hand again and looked down. The original uther was back. At least, she thought it was him. And behind him was another smaller creature, grey in colour with black markings on its face. An uther as well, but different.
‘Unam brings Ufur,’ said the larger uther in a rusty voice.
‘Who is Ufur?’ asked Naif.
‘Ufur is Fur,’ it said. ‘Son of queen.’ Unam squeezed the last words out with difficulty, as though they hurt his mouth and tongue to shape.
‘Ufur is your prince?’
Unam nodded.
Naif bowed her head instinctively. ‘Thank you, Unam. Ufur, we hope to find your mother and free her. Can you help us?’
The small grey uther with the strange markings moved forward on its hind legs. At full height Ufur only reached her waist. Naif wondered whether the prince was still a child.
Ufur took her hand, the way Unam had done previously, however the prince brought it to his mouth. He bared his teeth and nipped her skin, leaving a tiny imprint.
Naif flinched but didn’t pull away.
‘Ufur thanks you,’ said Unam.
‘Ufur can thank me by no longer serving the Ripers or the Grave Elders.’
Ufur let go of her hand and he and Unam huddled in close, nose to nose, hind legs touching. They made rasping noises that Naif couldn’t understand.
‘Fross, Naif!’ said Rollo softly in her ear. ‘Look.’
The entire uther population had dropped down onto their paws.
Ufur moved away from Unam, who came forward again. ‘We wish to serve no one. As it was once.’
Naif nodded and echoed words Lenoir had said: ‘As it should be.’
The crouching uthers began to make hissing noises.
Ufur bounded lightly past Naif, Kero and Rollo, past the end of the carriage and back along the causeway.
Unam scratched Naif’s hand. ‘Uwass wait here.’
‘Uwass?’
He gestured to the watching uthers.
‘They will wait for us to return?’ she said.
Unam nodded.
Naif took a deep breath and walked past Kero and Rollo. If all the uthers waited here it wouldn’t be long until the Ripers came looking for them. What if they forced Unam to tell them about the rescue plan?
‘We’d best get moving,’ said Kero, striding past her. ‘I can almost smell Riper in the wind.’
By the time they caught up with Ufur at the end of the causeway, the three of them were running.
The uther stopped and waited politely for directions.
‘There is an atoll beyond the reef. We have to get there. What transport can we use?’ asked Naif.
Ufur made a sharp noise in the back of his throat and bounded ahead.
‘Fross! This is worse than taking beads,’ said Rollo, starting after the uther.
‘I wish I had some right now,’ said Kero, following.
The three ran again, chasing Ufur onto a path that led to a crossroads of sorts. Naif saw one lit path heading upwards while another, wider one, appeared to vanish into the dark.
Ufur took the dark way, slowing now, less sure of his footing.
Kero and Rollo flanked Naif, panting heavily. Naif noticed Kero pressing his forehead and swallowing.
She knew what was wrong with him. The beads had left him dehydrated. How bad would it get for him?
Her own chest hurt from breathing so hard, and she wanted to stop and bend over to lessen the stitch in her side, but her head felt clearer, her mind sharper from the blood rushing through her veins.
The scent of the sea grew so strong she could taste salt on her tongue. Then before she knew it, the muddy path had changed to loose sand into which she sank.
‘It’s the sea,’ said Rollo. ‘Why have we never come here before?’
‘I don’t think we can get here without the carriage. The kars don’t come this direction. Listen.’
The water slapped the sand in front of them now and Ufur had pulled up just short of the waterline.
Naif peered across the dark water and was suddenly plagued by doubt. How could Brand have hidden the queen so close to the uthers’ dam without them knowing? Perhaps they had travelled to the atoll from a different direction? Joel – Clash – had told her that hiding things in plain sight worked best. He had done that at home, secreting his music among his father’s old prayer books, right next to his prayer mat.
The lights from Ixion afforded them only a dim impression of the sea’s expanse. The wind had picked up as well, blowing her hair about her face. She caught it in her fingers, twirling it out of her eyes. A short distance out, the flicker of white caught her attention where the waves broke against a reef.
Just beyond that, she thought. It has to be.
‘How do we get out there?’ she asked Ufur.
His reply was to move further down the beach to where a small sandbank was just visible above the water. A distance above the waterline, in line with the bank, he began to dig, scraping furiously with his claws and tail.
‘Come on,’ said Kero. ‘He needs help.’
The three joined Ufur digging into the sand. In a short time they uncovered something black and slick, like the discarded shell of an oyster but wider than Lenoir’s carriage.
‘It’s a grumehl,’ said Rollo. ‘Like the ones the Grave Elders drive.’
Ufur made a discordant noise as though disagreeing. He thumped his tail against the casing and it made a hollow sound.
‘What’s a grumehl?’ asked Kero.
‘A carriage,’ said Naif. ‘Powered by long-coal and used by Grave Elders. But this sounds empty. Grumehls are made from thick metal.’
‘Naif, have you ever wondered where the grumehls came from? We don’t have a foundry on Grave that can cast such a thing.’
Naif stopped digging. ‘Are you sure?’ Again, her own ignorance of her world irritated her.
‘I know it.’
‘Perhaps the uthers make more than the clothes and food on Ixion?’ suggested Kero.
‘Maybe they’re everywhere, not just here,’ said Rollo.
Naif wondered why she hadn’t thought of that before. Or questioned how things were made in Grave.
The three of them looked at Ufur.
‘Why do you have a boat here?’ Naif asked the uther.
It uttered something in its own language; an explanation that none of them could understand. Then it climbed onto the part of the casing that they’d uncovered and began to tap its tail in a complex pattern.
‘What the fross?’ said Rollo.
‘Get back!’ said Naif. She fell back to avoid the cascade of sand as the object rose of its own volition.
The night filled with the sound of clicking and the casing emerged from the sand, jerking into an oval shape as a hidden mechanism locked its parts into place.
Ufur slid from the top onto the beach and bounced lightly on his hind legs. He pointed with his paws to a long, narrow protrusion on the casing.
‘I think he wants us to pull it,’ said Rollo.
Naif moved to the end and gripped the handle. It shifted easily. ‘It’s light.’
The boys joined her and together they pulled it towards the tideline. As soon as the oyster-shaped vessel made contact with the water, it sprang out of their hands and rolled over. After another series of clicks, a section of the top side slid open.
Ufur leapt from shore to boat with one large, easy bound.
‘Do you trust it?’ Kero asked the other two.
Rollo looked doubtful but Naif rolled up her trousers and stepped into the water. ‘The prince wouldn’t risk drowning.’
The sea felt surprisingly warm on her legs and the undertow was almost insignificant; not like the chill blue mass that flowed around Sanctus. She ran her hands along the smooth sides of the boat, feeling for something to grip. Although it had sounded hollow, the strange craft seemed strong.
Something brushed her leg. She stifled a scream as she plucked a length of soft kelp from around her calf.
‘Boost me up,’ she said to Rollo.
He and Kero linked hands and Naif used them as a step, catapulting into the boat.
It rocked wildly for a moment and then settled. She searched the insides and found a pole that looked to be part of an old oar. She thrust one end of it over the side for Kero.
His first attempt to climb in failed and he fell into the water. When he tried again, he used the oar like a rope, hand over hand until he pulled himself to the lip of the boat. He scrambled in next to Naif like a crab.
Rollo didn’t fare as well. The rotten wood broke as soon as he put weight on it.
The boat began to move.
‘Find something else,’ said Naif to Kero. ‘Hurry.’
‘Stop it!’ Kero shouted at Ufur. ‘He’s not aboard.’
But the uther prince seemed oblivious to the situation, his nose pressed into the wind, head cocked as if listening.
Rollo tried to hold on to the boat but it slipped from his grasp and he fell into the water.
Kero pulled the belt from his trousers and leaned over the side. ‘Hold onto me,’ he told Naif.
She grabbed his hips and wedged her feet into the side of the boat, as Kero reached over the edge to Rollo.
Naif heard the slap of the belt hitting his hands and both boys swearing. Then she felt Kero strain to lift Rollo in. But Rollo was heavy and Kero started to tip over the side.
‘Frossing hold me!’ he bellowed at Naif.
She dug her shoes into the side of the boat and braced with all her strength. Her shoulders wrenched hard in their sockets and her back cramped.
She gritted her teeth and hauled backwards.
Kero managed to get the balance of his weight back in the boat and with it pulled Rollo up high enough that he could grip the edge. They took a few breaths and then side by side pulled Rollo into the boat.
Naif looked around, dazed from the effort. Ufur was at the bow, his paws lightly shifting a lever. He stared ahead, oblivious to their trouble. The odd boat picked up speed quickly, heading towards the reef.
Naif tried to stand and promptly fell.
‘Hold on to the grabs,’ said Rollo. He had his hand through a leather loop attached to the side.
Naif reached for one close to her. It steadied her motion enough that she could get to her knees.
Ahead, the white surf breaking on the reef stretched in a line both ways. Where can we cross it?
‘Ufur, the reef,’ she called.
But the uther didn’t appear to hear her. The boat rolled in the swell like a tossed shell. Spray drenched them. A wave broke so high it slapped Naif in the face and sent a gush of seawater into her nose and throat. She fell down, coughing and gagging.
Opposite her, Kero and Rollo fared no better. They all crouched lower in the boat. Only Ufur stayed exposed to the waves, his drenched fur matting into rivulets, his paw steady on the levers.
Naif managed to catch the leather grab again and right herself. As she peered over the bow, the line of black-wet reef loomed. She ducked her head, bracing for the impact.
I can’t swim. I can’t . . . Lenoir, I can’t . . .
But the crash didn’t come.
‘We’re through!’ shouted Rollo jubilantly.
Kero and Naif stayed crouched down while Rollo had his head back, shoulders squared. She heard the exhilaration in his voice and thought of Jarrold. He would be the same, if he were here.
On the other side of the reef the boat settled into a more constant rhythm of peaks and troughs and Naif risked looking back to see the hump of reef retreating.
‘How did he find that gap in the reef ?’ gasped Naif.
‘He did. That’s all that matters,’ said Rollo.
‘As long as he can find it on the way back,’ said Kero grimly. Then he surged towards the side and vomited.
He hung there for a while as the boat ploughed onwards.
Naif peered ahead so hard her eyes watered from the wind and the salt. She was the first to see the atoll.
‘Over there!’ she called to the others, pointing.
Ufur steered the little shell boat in the direction she pointed. It cut through the lighter swell swiftly, bobbing them up towards the glittering strip of black sand. The uther caught a wave that lifted them easily onto the tiny beach.
The jar of the quick landing sent Kero, Rollo and Naif sprawling across the bottom of the boat. But Ufur didn’t give them a backwards glance as he bounded off the boat onto the island.
‘Fross!’ said Kero. He sat up, picking kelp from his hair. ‘He’s in a hurry.’
‘We need to get the boat higher or the tide will wash it back out,’ said Rollo. He climbed over the side and dropped onto the sand. ‘Come on.’
Naif and Kero followed him and the three pulled the shell boat up past the tideline.
The Ixion lights were only a pale glimmer now – enough, though, to show stunted silvery brush ahead of them. Naif could see no other landmark on the island; no buildings or remnants of trees.
‘It’s smaller than I expected,’ she said.
‘Ufur’s gone straight across. We should walk around the beach,’ suggested Rollo.
‘I suppose – uthers can – see in the – dark,’ said Kero. He kept licking his lips as if he might be sick again.
‘One of us should stay and watch the boat,’ said Naif.
‘Yeah,’ said Rollo. ‘In case Ufur decides to leave without us.’
‘I’ll do it.’ Kero sounded relieved. He set himself down in the sand, his back up against the bow. ‘I can see both ways from here.’
Rollo and Naif set out in a clockwise direction. They stayed close to the waterline but stared intently into the centre of the miniature island. The air seemed cooler here and wind rattled the brush.
‘What convinced you that Brand brought the queen here?’ Rollo asked Naif.
‘Charlonge said she’d been coming to Vank, studying the books. That’s how Char found them. Some of the maps were made after the Ripers came, while it was turning dark. I think that this little island was once part of Ixion, until the Ripers’ ship crashed and broke a piece off it.’
‘Where’s this ship of theirs now then?’ he asked.
‘Underwater here somewhere. Lenoir couldn’t say exactly.’
Rollo stopped walking suddenly. ‘Is that why you came back? Because of . . . him?’
Naif stopped as well. ‘What do you mean?’
‘Hasn’t he got some kind of hold on you since he healed you? Did he force you to come back?’ He kicked at the water, splashing it against her legs.
‘Stop it,’ she said automatically.
He stood still and waited. ‘Well?’
‘Rollo, all the young ones that Ruzalia took, they’re still dying because of their badges. I came back because of them, and everyone who will end up in Danskoi, because of Clash and . . . you.’
‘Me?’ he asked quietly.
‘My friends. You, Suki, Kero. Even Eve.’
‘And not for him?’
‘What difference does it make?’
‘A lot,’ he said. ‘Are you with them or are you with us?’
Naif felt a rush of anger at him. How could he make something so complicated so simplistic? ‘You don’t trust me?’
‘I dunno, Naif. It’s just that . . .’
He started walking again, more quickly this time. Naif hastened after him.
‘It’s just that . . . what?’ She couldn’t leave it at that. ‘What about you? When I left you’d joined the League. You wanted to stop the Ripers and find out about the Elders. I get back and you’re hiding from what’s happening by taking beads and pods.’
‘I’m not hiding,’ he said, raising a clenched fist.
Naif stepped away from him, suddenly afraid.
He saw her reaction and dropped his hand. ‘But when that . . . happened to Krista-belle. It was right in front of us. Right there . . . the Night Creature snapped her neck.’
His voice sounded thick with emotion.
‘Do you think I didn’t feel it like you did?’ she asked. They stood staring at each other while the waves lapped close to their feet. ‘It was terrible,’ she whispered. ‘That’s why we have to stop them.’
‘But you’re friends with one of them. You talk to him. Listen to him. He touched you.’
Naif’s stomach clenched at the disgust in his voice. ‘He kept me alive, Rollo. I should have died from what Brand did to me.’
‘Yeah, well maybe it would’ve been . . .’ He trailed off rather than finishing the horrible thing he’d started to say.
Naif blazed. ‘What? Better that I had died? Like Lottie? Like Krista-belle?’ Rollo didn’t know Charlotte, the girl who had died in the bed alongside Naif. He hadn’t been there to hear her calling for her mama.
He scuffed his foot in the sand. ‘No! I . . . I didn’t mean that! I’m sorry, Naif. It’s just . . .’
A noise made Rollo pause.
Ufur appeared between them, his fur wet and stinking of something unpleasant.
‘Fross!’ said Rollo. ‘Don’t do that!’
Naif wondered how much of their conversation the uther had heard before he made his presence known. ‘Have you found the queen?’
The uther thumped the sand with its tail and slapped its paws together. An unhappy rasping noise escaped its throat.
‘Rollo! Naif!’ called a voice.
Naif looked ahead. It was Kero; a dark outline leaning against another, bigger shadow. They had almost walked around the entire atoll in the time their conversation had taken.
Disappointment tasted sour on her lips. Nothing. There’s nothing here. I was so sure . . .
‘You were only gone a few moments,’ said Kero as they joined him.
‘The island’s tiny,’ said Naif. ‘Hardly more than a sandbar with bush on it.’
Ufur made a clicking noise. He jumped into the boat, settling into the helm position, and waited.
‘Are you sure?’ said Kero.
‘Nothing.’
Kero kicked the side of the boat. ‘Fross!’
‘I’m sorry,’ said Naif. ‘I thought . . .’
‘Forget it,’ said Rollo. ‘Let’s just get back.’
The wind had picked up, blowing in gusts. Sand drifts stung Naif’s face as they pushed the boat down to the shallow water and helped each other in. She blinked grit from her eyes, resisting rubbing them.
‘What’s happening to the weather?’ asked Kero.
Naif didn’t know. Ixion’s weather stayed fairly stable. She’d never felt this kind of wind here before. Maybe it was what caused the rough water in this area.
‘This is weird. We should hurry.’ Rollo felt in the bottom of the boat and located another segment of the broken oar, which he used to push them off the beach.
Ufur took over from there, steering them straight back towards Ixion. They kneeled in the bottom of the boat, holding their grabs and enduring the rollercoaster of waves.
What had Brand found in the books then, if not where Merpati lay, Naif asked herself. What else had she been looking for?
‘Hold on!’ shouted Rollo. ‘We’re getting close to the reef.’
The boat began to pitch as it caught in the swirling water around the reef. It tipped so far over that water poured in on top of Naif.
She held her breath. The spray was so thick that she could barely see Ufur at the helm. Across from her, Kero curled in a ball, his hand over his mouth. But Rollo hung on tenaciously to his grab, peering ahead.
‘I can see the gap!’ Rollo’s words were whipped across to her by the wind. ‘I think we’re going to miss it.’
Miss it! Naif’s heart hammered. She couldn’t swim and the reef would smash the boat.
Moments later, the boat slammed into something solid, and cartwheeled. They were tossed out, landing on the strip of rock that battled to stay above the surf.
Air rushed from Naif’s lungs with the impact of the fall but strangely it didn’t hurt. She gasped and floundered, feeling for something to stop her slipping into the sea. To one side of her Rollo had hold of Kero, pulling him back from the waves to a higher part of the reef.
Naif began to slide. She dug her fingers into the rock, desperate to find a crevice or hand hold, but the texture was smooth and spongy. Waves crashed on her back and water filled her mouth. She coughed and thrashed and kicked but the pull of the water was too strong.
Her fingers slipped.
A stab of memory. Slipping down the drawbridge of the Ixion barge. A strong, cold hand gripping her fingers before she fell, pulling her to safety.
There was no Riper here, though. This time she was lost.
No! She gave several determined kicks, propelling her body upward. Her hands touched the reef again. Why was it so smooth?
She felt something scrape the back of her neck. Claws hooked into her clothes and suddenly she came free of the sucking water.
Ufur held her suspended as he bounded to the highest part of the reef where Rollo and Kero huddled.
The boys pulled her into their circle, linking their arms with hers.
‘Naif!’ croaked Kero.
‘Fross, Naif! You almost drowned!’ Rollo hugged her tight.
But she pushed away from them, brushing her wet hair out of her eyes. ‘It’s not a reef!’ she cried.
‘What?’ asked Kero.
‘We’re not on a reef. It’s too soft and spongy to be rock. It’s like flesh.’
‘Flesh? That’s impossible!’ said Kero.
‘What if the Ripers’ ship was a creature? A living creature?’
‘What? You mean we’re sitting on the frossing Ripers’ ship?’ said Rollo.
Naif looked around wildly for Ufur. He hunkered close to them. ‘Ufur, can you sense your queen? Maybe she’s below us?’
Ufur stood upright into the belting wind, balancing on his strong hindquarters. He swivelled his head as if listening and scenting.
‘You’re crazy,’ said Kero. ‘This is rock. Or shell. Whatever. Not a frossing animal.’
‘Feel it!’ said Naif, pounding her fist on the surface. ‘Look. It’s like sponge.’
The boys both put their hands to it, feeling and prodding.
Ufur made a heart-wrenching sound, a moan that combined triumph and tribulation. His tail pounded and then he dropped on his forearms, his face to the surface.
‘Uma! Uma!’ he chanted.
Naif got to her knees. ‘Is she here? Your queen?’
Ufur began to belly-crawl to a lower part of the reef, which was partly submerged in water.
‘Come on!’ Naif screamed at the others.
‘We’ll be washed off,’ cried Kero.
‘Naif, this is crazy!’ Rollo shouted back at her.
‘Crazy is sitting here waiting to be washed away. Please! Come on.’
Tears poured down her face. She could taste the salt from them. Or maybe that was the sea.
Waves washed across Ufur but he dug his claws into the surface, moving slowly forward. Naif imitated his movements, using her fingers and toes for grip.
Ahead of her, Ufur made a sharp noise as a large wave swamped him. As it drained away, he was gone.
‘No!’ shrieked Naif. ‘No!’
She crawled forward to the spot he’d vanished from and began feeling in either direction. To one side was a thick seam, as if the reef or ship had folded on itself. She gripped it hard to stop from sliding into the water as another raft of waves hit.
‘Ufur! Ufur!’
Naif felt something shift underneath her; a sudden thrust, as though the reef was buckling. She gripped the seam even harder.
Impossibly, she began to rise. The whole reef began to lift. Water streamed off the sides and the ridge they’d been sheltering on stretched and flattened out to become a broad, glistening wet surface high above the reach of the waves.
‘Naif!’ Rollo waved and pointed. He and Kero sat perched behind her on the apex. ‘Look.’
She followed the line of his finger. Below them, on a ledge of sorts, lay Ufur, licking his fur.
‘It’s the Ripers’ ship,’ Naif called back to them.
But neither Rollo nor Kero seemed to be paying attention. Their gaze had been caught by something in front of her.
Just as the whole surface beneath them had shifted a moment ago, so the seam that she clung to moved. She found herself sliding across the surface, pulled by the shifting seam. Beneath her body, the colour changed. What had been dark and sea-scarred turned softer and lighter. As she stared down, film upon film of skin peeled back and tucked under the seam she held on to. The dark colour lightened each time, slowly metamorphosing into a vivid green that emitted light from behind. Random dark and golden flecks marred its translucence.
‘Naif, it’s an eye!’ called Rollo. ‘You’re holding onto its eye.’
As soon as he said the words, Naif knew she’d been right. The ship was alive. Instinctively, she let go of its eyelid and crawled back towards them.
On the ledge below, Ufur stood up, silhouetted by the strange green light, and made calling noises.
‘He can hear something,’ said Kero.
The ledge Ufur stood on began to stretch upwards towards them. Like a giant tongue it curled around the four and swept them to the sea line. Just before they smashed into the water, it changed direction and they were tossed into a cavern which opened before them.
Rollo was the first to recover, springing to his feet and hauling Naif up alongside him.
The open side of the cavern closed abruptly and they were flooded with a fluorescent glow from the glistening walls.
‘We’re inside it,’ Naif breathed.
‘Fross!’ whispered Rollo, blinking. ‘Look at that. It’s like Danskoi.’
Naif saw straight away what he meant. Small nodules jutted from the wall on the far side of the chamber. Attached to them were strange, glowing, pulsing webs. The smell of something worse than blood filled the space.
She took a step and felt something crunch under her foot; a rough plate made from clay, or at least part of one.
A carpet of rubbish fanned out before them: empty crustacean shells, rotted planks of wood, fish carcasses and misshapen shoes – all decomposed and covered in a thin film of mucus; anything that could be sieved from the sea.
‘It’s all the fross floating out in the ocean,’ said Rollo. ‘It must have been scoopin’ it in.’
‘Look!’ said Naif, pointing. Their boat lay intact only a short distance away.
Rollo slapped his thigh in relief. ‘Thank Grave!’
‘What in Ixion’s name is that?’ said Kero, pointing in the other direction.
At one end of the wall a body occupied a web-entangled nodule.
Not strictly a body, thought Naif. The remains of one, partly preserved, partly rotted. Seeing the weeping flesh and torn fur, she knew what caused the stench.
Ufur saw it too. He crawled slowly forward, moisture spilling from his eyes and nose. ‘Uma.’
‘How could they!’ said Rollo in a voice trembling with rage. ‘They’ve kept part of the queen alive and let the rest of her wither.’
Kero stared with wide, disbelieving eyes and then buried his face in his hands. He began to rock back and forth on his knees.
Naif bent down and put her arms around him.
‘Krissy!’ He moaned. ‘Krissy.’
‘She didn’t suffer like this, Kero,’ Naif said softly. ‘She didn’t even know.’
He nodded his head, sobbed.
Naif stayed next to him, trying to give comfort, as Ufur reached his queen. Tremors of emotion racked the uther’s body. He made a string of incomprehensible sounds that triggered the near-corpse into consciousness. The uther queen’s head rolled to one side and one eye slowly opened.
She saw her son, and her tongue unfurled from her blistered mouth.
Ufur leaned close and let his mother lick his nose. But the effort seemed to drain the last bit of life from her. The eye closed and the tongue fell slack. The web which wound around her neck ceased to glow.
Ufur gave a little cry, like a child lost and terrified.
Naif left Kero and went to Ufur and pulled him gently away from his mother’s side.
‘She’s gone, Ufur. Her suffering is over.’
But the uther wouldn’t be consoled.
Despair threatened to overwhelm Naif as she held the gentle creature’s paws. Nothing she had ever seen before had made her as sick to her stomach, or feel as hollow from its sheer callousness. Even in Danskoi, she had not been as appalled.
The Ripers must be stopped. This must never happen again. She glanced at Rollo and saw the same resolve on his face.
He walked stiffly over to Naif and helped her lift Ufur and carry the uther back to where Kero knelt.
They crouched together in a huddle of mutual horror and comfort.



 
‘It’s the only way and I am the only one,’ said Kero. They had discussed a plan and he was adamant about his role in it. ‘You and Rollo have to gather the young ones.’
‘Kero, are you sure? You’ll be alone here,’ said Naif.
‘Only for a short time. Until Ruzalia comes for me.’
‘I’ll leave word for her straight away but what if the draculins don’t come for my message?’
Kero touched her arm. ‘They will if she said they would, Naif. Besides, Kris believed in you. And I do too.’
His simple statement brought its own weight. She could not let Kero down. Not when his sacrifice would be so great if she failed. ‘But . . . there’s no food.’
‘There’s some in the boat.’ He got up and walked across to where the boat lay upside down. He rolled it over and felt inside for where he had tucked the pouch of food the uthers had given them. Triumphantly he pulled it free.
‘How do we get out of here?’ said Rollo.
Kero pointed to the wall that had opened before. ‘I’d guess that the creature sieves for food. The next time it opens its mouth or whatever the fross it is, you have to get out with the boat.’
‘But the force of the water coming in will push us back,’ said Naif.
‘Not if you wait right at the corner of the seam where the flow is weaker. Not if you time it right.’
‘Please come with us.’
He shook his head. ‘I’ll wait. When Ruzalia comes, I’ll do as we planned.’
‘How will she see you?’
Kero left the boat and waded across to a wall where he prised off a segment of glowing web. It immediately extinguished. But Kero placed it against his skin and it lit again. ‘It feeds off living things. I’ll use these to signal her. Now stop arguing and get ready. The seam could open at any time.’
Naif sighed heavily. Kero’s face was set with determination. He had to do his part and they had to do theirs. He had made his choice because of Krista-belle. Because he owed this to her. Because he didn’t want to live without her.
Ufur made a strangled noise. ‘We help.’
‘Will you reverse the badges?’ Naif asked him.
The uther nodded gravely.
‘Let’s get ready then,’ said Rollo.
He got to his feet and Naif copied him. Between them they shepherded the grief-stricken Ufur over to the boat. Then the two of them dragged the vessel over to the bulging join that they hoped would soon open. Positioning themselves at one end of the crease, they climbed into the boat and waited.
Kero splashed through the shallow water to join them. ‘Take these,’ he said, handing Rollo an armful of the fluorescent web. ‘And this.’ He untied his Wings bandana from around his neck and gave it to Naif. ‘Kara from the Wings will follow your lead if you have this. Tell her . . . tell her . . . I will never ask again.’
‘What will you do while you wait?’ said Rollo.
‘Ruzalia will take some time to get here. I’ll explore in here first then go up top when I’ve finished looking. Maybe I can learn more about the ship. How it works.’
Rollo looked around at the grey, mucus-covered walls. ‘I don’t think it does anymore.’
‘It’s still alive, though. It was living off the queen and the food it sieves.’
Ufur growled.
‘Are you sure?’ said Naif. Every bit of her railed against leaving Kero behind but one of them must if their plan was to work.
They stared at each other. Then Naif leaned over the side of the boat and hugged Kero tightly.
‘Until I see you,’ she said.
He returned the embrace and let her go. Rollo and he held hands for a moment. Not a handshake; something more. Something that didn’t need words.
Naif felt a fine spray of water on her face and looked up. The join had begun to leak jets of water. ‘Here it comes.’
‘I’ll wait on the other side,’ said Kero. He waded quickly over to the far wall and climbed as high as he could, using the nodes as steps. He tucked himself into a crevice and waved.
They waited as the water volume slowly increased. Whatever the ship’s mechanism for sieving, it seemed to be struggling to work. Naif listened for the sound of some type of machinery but all she could hear was the gush of water. The uther boat floated easily, and she watched the rubbish on the floor begin to swirl in little whirlpools.
Rollo gripped the edge of the join to stop them floating away.
‘It’d better open soon or we’re going to drown in here. Get ready to hold your breath.’
Ufur clung to the rudder. He seemed smaller and less confident than the uther who’d sailed out with them. Naif wished she knew what to say to ease his grief, but in truth, she wasn’t sure they would live much longer. All her focus switched to surviving.
She peered along the puckering join looking for the first sign that it might be about to separate.
Please! Please! Lenoir! But her bond with him seemed so distant she wasn’t sure if it was even there.
‘There!’ shouted Rollo. ‘It’s coming.’
On the furthest end, the seam began to peel back and seawater gushed in.
‘Hold on!’ he shouted again.
The boat bobbed and twisted and Rollo’s arms strained to hold it in place. ‘Help me,’ he cried.
Naif leaned across and sank her fingers into the wall. The pair of them held and held until the water was so high they were almost touching the roof.
Naif glanced wildly across for Kero but she couldn’t see him.
‘Now,’ said Rollo. ‘Let go.’
The boat spun and then shot forward and out of the gap. For a second they seemed to be suspended in the air and then they smashed hard into the sea.
Naif hit her head against the side as she clung with all her remaining energy to the closest grab. The boat rolled and tipped and she heard a strange, deep and prolonged groan echoing around her.
Not from one of them. From the Riper ship. Such a weary sound.
Then all became calm.
She sat up and looked around. The ship lay behind them and the lights of Ixion were much closer. A pale strip of soil ahead told her the shore was in reach.
‘You’re bleeding,’ said Rollo. ‘Your head.’
She managed a smile. ‘Yes. But alive.’
He took her hand and held it to her wound. ‘Press your finger against it.’
She did as he said and settled against the side of the boat.
‘Ufur, will you steer us in?’ said Rollo.
The uther raised its head and saw the lights of its home. With heavy movements it took the helm.

 
They parted at Lenoir’s carriage. Ufur promised them, in clipped, formal words, that he would bring them help when they needed it.
Before it turned to leave them, the creature took Naif’s hand once more in its paws. ‘Uma thanks you. Uwass thanks you.’ The uther blinked the sheen of moisture from its eyes. ‘Forget not.’
It disappeared into a tunnel to tell its kind of their loss.
Rollo and Naif climbed inside the carriage.
As Naif collapsed on the lush upholstery and heard the door click shut, she felt – just for a short moment – safe. Untouchable.
But the throb of the wound at her temple and the heavy, wet feeling of her clothes soon brought with them a reminder of what lay ahead. Focus. Plan. Move forward.
As the carriage settled into its jerky motion, she forced herself upright. ‘The first thing is to get the message to Ruzalia about Kero and our plan.’
‘How?’ said Rollo.
‘She has draculins sweeping the prayer hutches on the island. There’s one down from Illi where we followed the tunnel out from the Grotto.’
‘I remember it,’ said Rollo. ‘We’ll need parchment, ink and quill.’
Naif nodded. ‘There’ll be some in Illi.’
‘You can’t go back in there looking like that. The Ripers will spot you straight away.’ He pointed to her wet, ragged clothes. His, though stained and wet, were of Ixion.
‘You’ll know people in Illi, won’t you?’
‘Yeah. Been spending a lot of time there.’
‘Then find a girl around my size who’ll give you clothes from her locker. Bring them and the parchment and a quill to the prayer hutch.’
‘Fine. But once that’s done, how are you going to get the gangs to listen to you? Even Eve could only attract so many to the League.’
‘You know the leaders. You speak to them. Tell them about Kero. That he needs our help. I’ll convince the rest. Or at least enough of them.’
‘Convince them of what?’
‘To march on Danskoi. We need numbers as a distraction until Ruzalia gets here.’
‘The Ripers will turn us back. And what about the Night Creatures? Don’t you remember last time? They were everywhere.’
Naif bit her lip. When Eve had sent that flare into the sky it had lit a seething mass of creatures who wanted her dead.
‘We’ll bring more torches and lanterns. As much light as we can carry.’
‘Weapons?’ he said hopefully.
Naif hesitated. She didn’t want them to fight. But in her heart, she knew it might be the only way to buy time for Ruzalia to come. ‘We can arm ourselves at the Leaguers’ camp.’
Rollo fist-pumped the air. ‘Finally! We’re doing something.’
She clasped her hands together and twisted them. ‘What if it doesn’t work?’
‘It will,’ he said. ‘It has to.’
‘But if it doesn’t?’
Rollo leaned forward. He sat opposite her, their knees almost touching. ‘You said it before. We’re all dying anyway,’ he said softly. ‘What choice have we got but to try this?’
‘Ufur promised he would convince the uthers to reverse the badges. Maybe we should wait ’til they come?’
‘We can’t wait. Suki and Eve and all the League are in that place. What happens if they don’t have as long as Lenoir said?’
Lenoir? Where are you? She tested their bond and was relieved to feel the faintest of tugs. But still no sense of his state of mind. Did Brand have him? What had happened here while they’d been searching for Uma?
Lenoir? We’ve returned.
Naif ? His voice in her mind was so weak she wasn’t sure it was real.
Lenoir. Are you . . .?
Find Test . . .
I can’t. Things have changed. Where are you?
But the faint tug diminished to nothing more than a tiny flicker. It had been like that before she left Grave. Had he closed down their link to protect her? Or was he . . .?
‘What is it?’ said Rollo, as he watched her. ‘Is it him? Are you talking to him?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘You get this look on your face sometimes. I can tell you’re somewhere else.’
Naif immediately set her expression to blank.
Rollo thumped the seat next to him. ‘Don’t do that. Not after all we’ve been through. Don’t shut off.’
Naif felt a return rush of emotion that she couldn’t contain. ‘Back there, you wished me dead. Why would I speak to you of Lenoir?’
He leaned back, crossing his arms, looking to the window. ‘Sometimes I say things I don’t mean. That’s why I went back to taking the beads and pods. I couldn’t stop the anger.’
She let the fury drain from her. Fighting with Rollo wasted energy she did not have. She leaned back and closed her eyes. ‘We’ll be there soon. You should rest.’
Rollo didn’t reply.
Naif gathered those few precious moments of quiet around her and laid them across herself like a cloak. They evaporated soon enough, when the carriage juddered to a standstill and sank onto the ground. She had learned to read its movements now, and knew they had reached their destination.
‘We’re here,’ she said, opening the door. ‘I’ll wait for you in the prayer hutch.’
The outline of Illi seemed almost welcoming in its familiarity but Naif didn’t dwell on the feeling.
Rollo climbed out after her without a word and took the Lesser Path around the side of the church. It had only been hours since she had been here with Lenoir, and yet it felt as if days had passed.
She closed the carriage door and heard it lock itself. Then she took the same route as Rollo to the edge of the church, where she found a converging track that led down towards the Grotto.
When she reached the top of the steps, several more poorly lit paths led off in different directions. Which one? She couldn’t afford a mistake.
Closing her eyes, she tried to picture how they’d emerged from the tunnel and found the prayer hutch after the gangs had all met. That was before she’d left Ixion. They’d been almost giggling with relief, and Suki had stayed close to her.
She opened her eyes again. This one, she thought, looking to a narrow path on her left. Bending down, she drew an arrow in the dirt for Rollo where the light glowed strongest. Perhaps he would see it. Perhaps he would remember without the clue.
She hurried along, peering into the gloom for the stone and wood ruin. The sticky air pimpled her wet skin, but seemed thick and heavy after the freshness of the sea.
When she saw the outline of the hutch, her relief was so great she almost missed the shadowy movements in the dark.
It’s her.
It is.
Back. She’s back.
All must know.
The voices filled her head in the way Lenoir’s did. Only their intentions felt angry and wrong. Naif ran, flinging herself through the opening to the prayer hutch and huddling on the floor below the broken wheel. The Illi lights reflected softly on the worn grey stone. All else remained dark and grim.
Hurry, Rollo! Hurry!
She pressed her hands to her ears and curled up, making herself as small as possible. Should she climb into the tunnel that led down to the Grotto? Would that be safer?
Feeling around on the floor, she located the hatch that would let her enter the tunnel, but the iron ring had been torn off, leaving only a shard of rusted metal. She used both hands to tug at it but it wouldn’t shift.
Frightened of making too much noise, she curled into herself again, and waited. The Night Creatures lurked but they did not come for her. Yet.
The night, though still, carried an assortment of sounds: faint music, the rustle of the bushes and the high-pitched squeal of bats.
The Night Creatures’ voices had quieted. Her legs cramped and her toes became numb as she waited. Perhaps they would leave her alone?
Then a tentacle began to feel its way across the stones, tapping and rolling its suckers over the surface.
As quietly as she could, Naif reached up and felt around the prayer wheel for something she could use as a weapon. But the wheel’s struts had long ago crumbled away, leaving only the worn nub.
A second tentacle joined the first, this one unfurling over the broken wall from the opposite side. They were all around her.
The first tentacle lashed out in her direction, just missing her feet. She pressed harder against the wheel.
Rollo! Hurry!
‘Naif ?’
His voice and the torch light that bobbed into view steadied her rising hysteria. The light would make the creatures retreat.
‘Here! In the hutch. Be careful, they’re all around us.’
His light arced higher. ‘I can see them,’ he said. ‘Where are you?’
‘Down by the wheel.’
His footsteps sounded on the stone and suddenly he was there, lighting her dark corner, banishing the encroaching Night Creatures.
She leapt up, wanting to hug him, their earlier disagreement forgotten.
He pulled some torch wicks from the bundle he carried. Passing some to her, he took the extra wicks and lit them from the one he held. When he’d done that, he wedged them into cracks in the wall of the hutch, giving them a well-lit space to move around in. While he did that, Naif searched.
‘You write while I dress,’ said Naif. She passed him the ink, quill and parchment. ‘Turn around.’
While Rollo spread the parchment onto the floor and dipped the quill, Naif slipped into the clothes he’d brought her. The plum-coloured dress had a plunging neckline and fitted bodice that fell out into a skirt of soft frills. She felt uncomfortable with bare shoulders and odd donning something as tight after her loose pirate’s garb. But the pair of flat satin shoes he brought fitted well enough, and were a relief from the suffocatingly wet bootees. She tied Kero’s bandana around one ankle.
‘What shall I say in the message?’ asked Rollo. He looked around at her and his mouth fell open. ‘Umm . . . that looks . . . umm . . . whoa!’
She ignored him. ‘Stick to what we decided. Ask her to pick up Kero when it’s done.’
He closed his mouth and started writing. When he’d finished, he handed the parchment to her.
She read it, nodded, and handed it back to him. ‘Let’s pray the draculin comes soon.’
‘We shouldn’t have left Kero there,’ said Rollo.
‘One of us had to stay.’
He shook his head. ‘It should have been me.’
‘He wanted to. Now we need to hurry,’ said Naif.
Rollo wrapped the parchment in a small patch of dark hide.
‘Where did you get that?’ she asked.
He pointed to the hem of his pants. It was only then that she noticed he’d changed clothes and that the leather had a patch torn away.
‘On top?’ he asked.
‘That’s what Ruzalia said.’
He took a torch from the wall and handed it to her. She followed him to the broken wall and held the light aloft while he climbed it. Her senses strained as she peered into the gloom. How many of them were out there? Did they really know it was her?
Rollo jumped down, startling her. ‘Let’s get the fross out of here. I can feel them breathing all over us. Stay as close as you can.’
They collected the rest of the torches, three each, and hurried back along the path to Illi.
Naif lengthened her stride to match his exactly, so that she was never more than a step behind him. Several times she saw the shimmer of a movement and the sweep of a tentacle in her corner sight. Each time she swept her torches in an arc and watched the creatures shrink back from it.
As they drew close to the church Naif felt a downdraught of air and heard the swish of large wings.
She stared into the sky and saw two dark shadows swoop overhead.
‘Draculins,’ she whispered to Rollo.
He stared up into the night as well, but the dark shapes vanished almost as soon as they had appeared. ‘I frossing hope so.’



 
The stone floors of Illi echoed with some kind of uproar as they entered. It helped them slip in without attracting attention. Naif followed Rollo to the centre of the main floor where a large group of young ones was gathered.
‘What is it?’ asked Rollo, tapping on the shoulder of a girl with a black silk scarf around her neck. ‘I was here just before and everything was normal.’
‘The uthers haven’t brought any food.’
‘What about the clubs and the kafes?’ asked Naif.
The girl narrowed her eyes. ‘Hey, don’t I know you?’
‘Answer her,’ Rollo told the girl impatiently.
‘Shuf off,’ replied the girl, and turned her back on them both.
Naif touched her shoulder. ‘Please help us. We’ve got something to tell everyone.’
She glanced back. ‘What’s so important?’
‘Is there food at the kafes and clubs?’
‘’Parently not. They just came here looking for some.’ She gestured to a group of young guys pushing each other. ‘They’re frossed out of their heads and there’s no food to straighten them out.’
Naif and Rollo exchanged glances.
‘Who’s the supervisor here?’ asked Naif.
Rollo cleared his throat loudly, opened his mouth and shut it again as if he wanted to say something.
‘She’s around somewhere.’ She stood on her toes and took a few steps in each direction. ‘Over there by the pulpit. Talking to the Riper.’
Naif moved to get a better view of the dais. ‘It’s Modai,’ she said to Rollo, who came to stand next to her. ‘And Cal.’
‘Haven’t seen Modai since you left but . . . yeah . . . Cal’s supervisor here. I should have mentioned it.’
Cal had been so cruel to Naif when she’d arrived on Ixion. At first Naif had disliked the girl and her obsession with keeping Markes to herself. But since learning that Cal was the child of a Grave warden, her dislike had changed to pity, her anger to wariness. Cruelty begat cruelty.
‘She’ll never listen to us.’
‘No,’ agreed Rollo. ‘And she’ll tell Modai.’
‘I remember who you are.’ The girl with the scarf had come up behind them. ‘You offered me your dress to come to that ball here. I’m Geen and that was real nice of you.’
‘I remember,’ said Naif. ‘Geen, could I use your scarf? I don’t want Modai to recognise me.’
The girl shrugged. ‘Sure. Everyone talks about you. They say you ran away with that pirate. But I knew they were wrong.’
‘What else do they say?’
‘There’s talk about something bad going on in Danskoi but it’s hard to know what to believe. The gangs start rumours all the time to get people to join them. Hey, didn’t that dead Riper have it bad for you?’
Naif twirled and seized her arm. ‘Which Riper?’
‘People are sayin’ Lenoir’s gone and Brand’s the new leader. That’s why Modai’s back.’ She shivered. ‘He gives me the creeps, that one. Always staring.’
No! Naif tested her bond with Lenoir. Faint. So faint it might not be real. Still she clung to it. ‘Modai is dangerous, Geen. Listen. Tell everyone you know that there’s a meeting outside Los Fien next Early-Eve. The Ripers have captured the Cursed League. Dark Eve and Clash have gone. But Naif is back and she wants to tell everyone the truth about what she’s found out. About the Ripers. About the uthers. About Ixion. You got it? They have to come and hear me.’
The girl looked frightened. ‘Los Fien. Next Early-Eve. I got it.’
‘Not Cal, though,’ said Rollo. ‘Tell everyone but her.’

 
Naif and Rollo left Illi and waited on the platform for a cable kar. They needed to hurry now. Walking the paths would take too long. They had to cover as many of the clubs and churches and kafes as they could on the way to Los Fien and tell all the young ones.
Will they come? Naif wondered. Will it be enough if they do? She feared for them all. If Lenoir had been taken by his rivals then there was no one to stop Brand and Modai.
She dropped the silk scarf over her head and leaned close to Rollo, as though they were any other couple.
‘Remember our first trip on Ixion,’ he said softly. ‘Everyone took off their clothes and you got mad because I kissed that girl.’
‘I didn’t get mad. At least, not because of that. It was just . . . too strange. I didn’t trust anything,’ she whispered.
‘I wanted to make you jealous,’ he said. ‘I thought you were something special.’
Naif stood very still. She didn’t want to hear this from Rollo. Not now. He was her friend. He made her mad sometimes, and sometimes she thought him dependable. That was enough. ‘We’d just met.’
‘You felt that way about Markes the first time you laid eyes on him. What’s the difference?’ he said.
She had no answer for that. It was true.
After a bit he spoke again. ‘I just wanted you to know, you know. Before we go to Danskoi again. Last time . . . I didn’t get a chance.’
‘But Suki . . . I thought you . . .’
‘I do. I mean Suki is like . . . hot. She’s fun. But she’s not you, Naif.’
Naif wanted to put her hands over her ears. This wasn’t right. She forced herself to look him in the eyes. ‘You said it would have been better if I’d died.’
He let out a breath he’d been holding. ‘I was mad. Lenoir’s a . . . beast, a murderer . . . and yet I can tell you care about him. I want you to care about me like that.’
Naif heard the kar rumbling in to the station. ‘I’ve never said I care about him.’
‘You don’t have to,’ said Rollo. ‘It’s that bond thing. He has you forever, doesn’t he?’
‘Who told you that?’
‘I asked Cal. She knows about the Ripers. She said it’s until one of you . . .’
‘Dies?’ said a voice.
Naif jumped away from Rollo and looked around.
Cal stood at the top of the platform stairs. She advanced on them in careful steps. The white hair that Naif had always found so striking flowed around her shoulders. She would have been beautiful if her expression hadn’t been laced with such poisonous anger. ‘What are you doing back here? Where is Markes?’
The kar pulled in behind them and people jostled past on their way into Illi.
‘Get on board, Naif,’ said Rollo, stepping backwards.
But Naif faced her squarely. ‘Ixion is run by the Grave Elders and the wardens.’
Cal gave a deprecating laugh. ‘Is that why you’re here? To spread Ruzalia’s lies?’
‘They’re not lies. I’ve seen it, Cal. I’ve heard them speaking to Brand. The Ripers are harvesting our blood to keep themselves alive and they’re providing the Elders with some of it.’
‘You’re saying our Elders are cannibals?’
‘In a way, yes. But they’re using an extract of our blood . . . our youth . . . to reverse their own ageing.’
Cal laughed outright. ‘You’re insane.’
‘Naif!’ called Rollo from the door. ‘It’s leaving!’
The kar’s bell tolled its departure note and young ones gave them curious looks as they ran up the stairs from the club to catch it.
Naif took a step backwards. ‘You know I’m not, Cal. Think about it. The things you’ve seen. What they did to Markes.’
‘What I know is you took him from me.’
To Naif’s utter surprise tears began to trickle down Cal’s face. ‘You and your frossing brother are dangerous! Brand knew that from the start. She should have dealt with you back then but Lenoir interfered. He saved you and he paid for it.’ Without warning, the girl lunged towards her.
The attack came so suddenly that Naif didn’t move.
But Rollo did. He reached out and snatched Naif through the kar’s closing doors, so that Cal slammed into the side, her face pressed against the glass, fingernails scratching the metal.
The kar began to pull away and Cal ran with it, stumbling in her heels, shouting at them.
‘Fross!’ said Rollo, scratching his red curls. ‘Now who’s insane!’
‘Wardens are so mean,’ said Naif, trembling. ‘Her father is one. She wouldn’t know any other way.’
‘I wouldn’t waste too much sympathy on her, Naif. She’d push you under a cable kar and then want to back it up.’
Rollo was right. And now Cal would go to Brand and Modai.
‘We should begin,’ she said, glancing around at those in the kar. Most of them weren’t even pretending not to stare while they murmured in each other’s ears.
‘Ixion’s saviour should go first,’ said Rollo lightly.
His gentle dig refocused her and she went to stand in the centre of the kar, spinning a slow circle so she could see everyone.
‘I’m Naif. Some of you will know of me,’ she said loudly.
‘Hey! You’re the one who hit the Riper with the chair,’ said a guy in front of her.
‘No,’ countered a girl across from him. ‘Naif left. Ran off with the pirate.’
‘And they kidnapped that guy who played the guitar,’ another added.
Naif let them swap opinions until they’d exhausted all rumour and falseness and looked back to her expectantly.
‘Tell everyone you know to come to Los Fien by the next Early-Eve. There’s something you all need to know and I’ll explain it there.’
‘What do we need to know?’ shouted someone she couldn’t see. ‘Why should we listen to you anyway?’
Naif looked carefully at them, letting the depth of her conviction – the truth – show in her face. ‘Your badges are going to expire and you’ll die. That is, if the Ripers don’t kill you first when they withdraw you.’
There was some derisive laughter but many stayed quiet, digesting her words.
‘Tell us what you know,’ said the boy who’d spoken first.
She shook her head. ‘You will have heard rumours about trouble at Danskoi. Come and hear the truth before it’s too late. Tell your friends.’
Naif walked over to stand next to Rollo. Conversations started up around them, buzzing with what she’d said, weighing its veracity.
‘Bravo,’ Rollo whispered. ‘I think they believed you.’
‘Some did,’ she said. ‘Some will pretend they’ve never heard it. Some will say I’m fou.’
‘Fou?’
‘It’s Suki’s word. It means mad.’
‘Well, you’re that for sure, but not like Cal,’ said Rollo. He grimaced. It wasn’t a time for lightness. ‘It’s why the Ripers have been able to use us. We see what we want.’
‘You saw the truth in Grave when you spied the Riper speaking with the Elder. If you hadn’t told me that I would never have gone back there. I would never have known there was a link between Grave and Ixion,’ said Naif.
‘Has finding out the truth made anything better?’ he asked her earnestly.
‘If Ruzalia comes . . . if we can hold off the Ripers . . .’
‘Some of them will hate us for it.’ He crooked his head at the young ones in the kar.
Naif sighed. ‘But they’ll live. Surely that’s better?’
He hunched his shoulders. His face was drawn and serious; freckles stark against his pale skin. Naif tried to remember him on the first day on Ixion when his complexion still carried the sun’s ruddiness and his cheeky manner had so grated on her.
She wished for that Rollo to come back.



 
They left the kar at Club Abraxas and went inside.
‘No Ripers that I can see,’ said Rollo.
‘We must be quick then, before one comes.’
As soon as there was a break in the music, Rollo took the stage.
‘Los Fien. Early-Eve. Come and listen or you’ll all die.’
Naif stood next to him on the dais, letting herself be seen, letting her conviction show. ‘He’s right. Hear the truth and live,’ she told them.
Ignoring the catcalls and shouts for more explanation, they walked on to Bella Death. The paths between the clubs were crowded with partygoers and Naif felt grateful for the safety of their presence. The Night Creatures wouldn’t attack her here. Not yet.
Inside, Bella Death was decorated like a dark cocoon. The black walls bulged inwards, forcing the clubbers together, raising noise and body heat. Pale, human-like skulls dotted the ceiling, gaping down on the young ones, and iron shelving lined the walls. Some of the revellers had climbed onto the shelves and were dancing and . . . other things.
Naif had never been in Bella Death before and followed Rollo’s lead. He pushed through to the centre of the club and over against one side, next to a ladder. Its rungs were embedded in the rock.
‘The music never stops in here. We’ll have to shut it off,’ he shouted in her ear.
‘Where?’
He pointed up to a platform that hung above the room on a scaffold. Lights flashed from its centre in a quick and blinding sequence.
Naif followed him as he climbed, barely hearing those cheering them above the crashing metallic music.
Rollo swung from the ladder the short distance across to the platform and reached a hand back for her. After he pulled her to him, he stepped over to a small spinning object. Without hesitation he kicked it as hard as he could. The flashing lights flickered and extinguished and the music stopped.
For a few moments the crowd went crazy, screaming and swearing at them. Then someone from the shelves opposite them yelled louder than the rest.
‘That’s her! The one who smashed the Riper.’
Suddenly, the club calmed, faces turned towards them.
Naif spoke quickly into the silence, delivering her message.
But the crowd at Bella Death jeered and booed, not wanting to hear it. Then a fight broke out and the effect of it rippled throughout the club in moments.
‘Let’s head to Goa,’ Rollo said, close to her ear. ‘There’s nothing more we can do here.’

 
A sense of hopelessness found root in Naif’s stomach as they took to the Goa path. No one would come. They wouldn’t be able to distract the Ripers and save Clash and Suki and the rest of the League. Ruzalia wouldn’t come. Nor would the uthers. Kero would perish. Her plan wouldn’t work –
Rollo’s voice cut her train of negative thoughts. ‘From what I hear, the Freeks have taken over Goa from the Wings.’
‘You mean since Kero left them?’
‘Kero didn’t leave the Wings, he just didn’t want to lead them anymore after Krista-belle.’
‘So where are the Wings now?’
‘Dunno. Agios maybe.’
‘We need them. With them and the Freeks we can take the League’s weapons to Los Fien.’
‘What about the Ghosts?’
Naif pictured the gang who dressed themselves in cloaks stitched from the wings of dead bats. They were the smallest of the Ixion gangs, and the most low-key.
‘There’s no time to find them as well.’
He nodded. ‘You’re right. They may not come anyway.’
They stood outside Goa, looking at how the lamps lit the gaudy carvings in the door panels.
‘I hate this place,’ said Naif, taking a deep breath.
‘It’s definitely fou,’ Rollo admitted. ‘And the bugs, roaches . . . ugh.’
He pushed one of the double doors open and they entered.
Discordant music, the smell of incense and a chaos of altars and prayer spaces assaulted their senses. Naif guessed that the stairs on one side led to the gallery, but two guys with crude batons stood at the foot of them, blocking the entrance.
There was no order in Goa. No serenity. No holiness. All the other churches clung to that, Naif thought. Despite the fact that they were no longer places of worship, each harboured a sense of sanctity. In Goa, you could pray, but not for any god that might bring peace or salvation.
Most of the young ones she could see wore spiked collars and wrist bands and elaborate piercings. Freeks. Ixion’s next biggest gang after the Wings.
Again she followed Rollo’s lead. He knew more people, knew more about the gangs.
‘I want to speak to Balta,’ he said to a girl with spirals of studs embedded in both cheeks.
‘Who wants him? And why?’ she asked, narrowing her eyes at Naif. Her studs glittered when she spoke, giving the allusion that they were moving.
‘Rollo. I’ve got a message from Kero of the Wings.’
‘Kero ain’t boss of the Wings no more.’
Rollo crossed his arms. ‘Just tell Balta. Now.’
Naif saw the girl clench her fists a little, as though she’d like to use them against him.
‘Hey,’ said Naif quickly. ‘This is important. Really.’
The girl cocked her head to one side, slouching against a wooden pillar. ‘You’re Clash’s sister, ain’t you? You tell your brother about me, maybe I can go find Balta.’
Naif fixed her with a calm stare. ‘Clash has been taken by the Ripers.’
The girl jerked to attention. ‘No fross?’
Neither Rollo nor Naif replied.
The studded girl swallowed hard. ‘I’ll get Balta.’
They waited by the door, the focus of both curious and hostile stares. The Freeks began to gather around, but not too close, as if Naif and Rollo might be tainted.
Rollo kept his arms crossed, his stance firm. Naif knew he had to do that. Look bold.
‘What’s a Leaguer doing in the Freeks’ place?’ asked a voice to one side of them.
Naif swivelled. A heavy-set boy, taller than them both, with most of his hair shaved off and more piercings than skin, stood at the foot of the stairs. His two guards had moved to flank him, their batons raised. Naif didn’t recognise him from the meeting in the Grotto. Balta must be a new leader.
‘I’m no longer with the League,’ said Rollo.
‘Yet you bring Clash’s sister with you? Why is that?’
‘I can speak for myself,’ said Naif.
‘Then talk,’ said Balta.
She glanced briefly at Rollo. ‘The Ripers have captured the League and taken them to Danskoi.’
He scowled at her. ‘Bad news, but I don’t go out of my way for Dark Eve. She brings trouble on herself.’
‘Her trouble is your trouble,’ said Naif.
She knelt and untied Kero’s bandana from around her ankle then stood and held it out. ‘We are all in danger, and Kero is risking everything to buy us time.’
He took the bandana and turned it over in his hands, fingering the blurred ink letters.
‘He lost his girl at Danskoi,’ said Balta. ‘Broke him up.’
‘I know. I was there.’
Balta crushed the bandana into his palm. ‘Some say you’re the reason he did. They say the Night Creatures wanted you.’
Naif didn’t waver from the truth. ‘They did. And the reason for that takes time to tell and has no weight compared to what we have to say now.’
‘His girl had her neck snapped, right in front of him. Her eyes squeezed from their sockets and you say it has no weight?’
Naif gritted her teeth, fighting back the image of Krista-belle’s death. ‘Don’t twist my words, Balta. Don’t waste our time.’
He opened his hand and let the bandana slip to the floor.
Naif watched but made no move to pick it up. She would not let this boy make her cower.
Rollo tensed and she willed him not to interfere. She had to win Balta’s support alone.
‘The League’s camp is empty, all the weapons they’re making are still there. You can have the spears and slings if you help us.’
His eyes gleamed. ‘Who are you to make such a bargain? If the League is gone I can just take what’s left.’
‘The uthers no longer help the Ripers. Soon there’ll be no clothes in your lockers, no food for you to eat. You will either starve or die a slow death as your badges expire.’
Naif saw a flicker of anxiety cross his face. Enough, though, to tell her that his badge was fading.
‘You lie,’ he said.
She held out her hand and turned it palm upwards. ‘My badge has been revoked. I’m safe. You can be too.’
He stared at the mark on her skin. It had faded in the weeks she had been away, leaving a mere outline, as though someone had traced ink around a bruise.
Balta’s eyes widened and his breath quickened. He licked his lips. ‘Come. We’ll talk in the gallery.’
Naif nodded and bent to retrieve the bandana.

 
Seated on worn leather stools around a table littered with brass smoking pipes and empty food plates, Naif and Rollo told Balta all they knew of Ixion, Grave and the Riper’s ship. They told him of their plan, and Kero’s sacrifice.
‘He is the best leader for the Wings but when Krista-belle died he lost heart for it . . .’ Balta’s hard, arrogant expression became angry. ‘I respected him.’
‘Are you with us on this?’ asked Naif softly.
He picked up the pipe and inhaled deeply. When he let out his breath, puffs of it drifted towards Naif. The scent was sweet and heady.
‘You say the uthers can reverse the badges?’
She nodded.
He took another drag on the pipe, slower and deeper this time. His eyes glazed a little and his breathing became more even. ‘We’re with you.’



 
Neither Rollo nor Naif spoke about Goa until they were back at the Abraxas station. The platform overflowed with young ones carrying unlit torches, waiting for the kar.
‘Where are you all going?’ asked Rollo.
‘Los Fien,’ replied the boy nearest him. ‘Some big thing’s happening there. The uthers have vanished too. There’s no food. You should come. Bring your own light.’
Rollo grinned. ‘We’ll be there.’
‘It’s starting at Early-Eve but we’re going early so we can be at the front.’
‘Smart,’ said Rollo, glancing at Naif.
They caught the kar with them, squeezed in among the jostling bodies.
‘A girl called Kara runs the Wings now. She prefers Agios,’ Rollo whispered in Naif’s ear.
‘What’s she like?’ she asked him.
He pulled a face. ‘You’ll see.’

 
They left the kar two stops later at the Agios station. Unlike the Abraxas stop, the platform was quiet. As they hurried down the stairs towards the wrought iron door, Naif felt the brush of fingers at her neck. Her skin pimpled and she whipped around, hands raised.
‘What?’ cried Rollo.
But there was nothing behind her.
‘I . . . thought I . . .’
He leaned close to her. ‘Are you all right?’
Naif ran a nervous tongue over her upper lip. Her palms felt slippery as she clasped them together. ‘They know what we’re planning. They’re following us. Between them and Cal, the Ripers will soon know.’
Rollo grabbed her arm and began to drag her inside. ‘Let’s hurry.’
She resisted him, throwing her body sideways against him so they both careened into the door.
‘What the . . .?’ he gasped.
Naif breathed heavily in his face. ‘There’s a Riper inside.’
After a moment, they both peered around the door. A tall, pale, emaciated creature leaned against a column, watching the young ones.
Naif recognised him from the chamber below Syn. He was one of Varonessa’s; she’d seen him at her side during the Ripers’ meeting.
‘Sorry,’ whispered Rollo. ‘I nearly –’
She shook her head. ‘We’ll wait until he goes.’
The pair backed to the edge of the stairs and crouched in the shadows.
At every moment, Naif feared a tentacle would lash out from the darkness and take them. She felt the Night Creatures around her stirring.
Not yet, she pleaded with fate. Not yet.
Rollo steadied her rising terror with a warm hand on hers. He was scared too, but stubbornness and pride kept him from showing it.
Boots sounded lightly on the stairs. A sliver of wind cooled the roots of her hair and she saw the Riper glide up towards the station and disappear.
They waited a while longer, to be sure.
A kar rattled in from the other direction and the influx of young ones tumbling down the steps into Agios gave them courage to leave their hiding place.
Naif and Kero followed them inside, where the glow of the gold inlaid marble floors of the cruciform and the ornate wall friezes were like a stab in her chest. Before she’d left Ixion, she’d looked down on Agios’s beauty from the gallery, standing beside Lenoir, feeling the power of his mind in hers.
And then later, in the crucible, she had spoken to Markes alone. He’d been vague and inconsiderate, and not the boy she’d thought him to be. How confused her emotions had been then. And still were.
Those memories were as fresh as a bleeding wound.
‘She’ll be over at the pulpit,’ said Rollo. ‘She likes the view from there.’
They threaded across the cruciform to the dais where the pulpit stood. Most of the Wings wore bandanas, either black or white, and were sprawled on the floor in groups, talking.
A girl in tight pants, with hair spilling out from beneath her white bandana, sat on the pulpit alone. Naif recognised two of Kero’s guards close by.
‘Rollo,’ said the girl as they approached. ‘What’re you doing here? Thought you liked the roaches at Goa.’
Rollo vaulted onto the dais, causing the guards to jump to their feet.
‘Whoa!’ said Kara. ‘Back off.’
‘Don’t be paranoid,’ snapped Rollo. ‘This is important.’
She squinted at him, assessing his mood, then nodded to her guards to relax. They kept their distance but stayed on their feet.
‘Who’ve you brought with you?’ she asked, eyeing Naif.
‘Clash’s sister.’
Naif saw Kara’s shoulders tense. ‘The one who attacked Brand?’
‘Yes,’ said Naif, stepping forward. ‘That’s me.’ She untied Kero’s bandana.
Kara held out her hand and Naif passed it over.
Just as Balta had, she fingered the lettering. ‘Where is he?’
‘He’s at sea, and he needs your help.’
Kara beckoned her closer. ‘Explain.’
Naif did, as quickly and clearly as she could. About the badges expiring, about the League and what the Ripers were doing with the young ones. And then the ship and Kero’s decision.
Kara listened intently. ‘You’re asking us to follow you?’
Naif hesitated, sensing the wrong answer would lose Kara’s support. They needed the Wings. ‘No. I’m asking you to follow Kero one last time. He’s risked everything. And he’s alone.’
Kara stroked his bandana absently, her eyes unfocused.
‘You know I wanted to be with him but he chose Krista-belle. When she died I felt such grief for him.’ Her eyes lost their glaze and she looked at Naif. ‘That surprised me. Maybe it’s true that you’ll do anything for the people you care about. Forgive them, too.’
Naif thought of her brother, Clash. Of Markes and Lenoir. ‘The League have stockpiled weapons in their camp. You should arm yourselves.’
Kara nodded.
‘We’ve spoken to the Freeks as well,’ said Naif. ‘And many of the young ones along the way. We’ve told them to come to Los Fien by next Early-Eve.’
The White Wings leader got to her feet. ‘Then you’d best hurry,’ she said. ‘And so had we.’

 
Kara’s guards escorted them back to the station platform amid curious stares, with an understanding that she would speak with the young ones in Agios and then collect the League’s weapons and meet them at Los Fien.
As they boarded the kar travelling upwards, Naif was overwhelmed by hunger and tiredness. It seemed like days since she’d slept for those few precious hours in Lenoir’s cave and taken sustenance from his sleeping sac. There was no food to be had here now, though. Not until this thing had been seen to its end.
Just for a moment she thought about asking one of the young ones for a bead. But she stifled the urge, shuddering at the memory of the Rapture pod she had swallowed whole in Vank.
‘Do you think the uthers will come?’ she asked Rollo.
He shrugged. ‘Would you trust Ufur?’
Naif sighed and stared out the window at the delicate rainbow of Ixion lights sprinkling a kaleidoscope of colour across the mountainside. How had the uthers taken Uma’s death? What would the strange creatures do now?
Rollo leaned forward, peering out of the same window.
‘Not long ’til Early-Eve,’ he said.
Naif saw the tell-tale lightening that marked the passage of time on Ixion. A shift from black to grey that lasted an hour or so.
In her mind, Naif repeated what she would say to those who came. How she would convince them to come along the dark paths to Danskoi. Guilt warred with pragmatism, sense with inevitability. A march on Danskoi was dangerous but doing nothing was more so. Besides, she told herself, the wheel was in motion now. Without the uthers, the young ones would starve. There was only one way forward.
She rested her head against the cool metal trim of the window as the kar wended its way up past the last platforms. Each time a new crowd of young ones entered, Rollo took the centre of the carriage and spoke to them.
Naif watched the frightened whisperings of some and the careless dismissals of others. The former stayed in their seats but others left, still intent on the club they’d planned to go to, or called by the burning of petite nuit in their palm.
All the while, Naif prayed that Ruzalia had received their message; that the pirate would do what they needed her to do.
‘Here it is,’ said Rollo.
A slow screech signalled their braking at the Los Fien platform. The kar trembled on its wire as though as terrified as she was, before disgorging them all to the highest of the churches permitted to the young ones.
They stepped out into the night to be greeted by a crowd already spilling from the church’s doors. Los Fien was an oak construction, modest by the standards of Agios and Vank. Plain as well.
Rollo forced a path for them inside, where they stopped to look for a vantage point.
‘In the choir stand,’ said Naif, pointing to her right.
He nodded and took her hand so they wouldn’t become separated. Already the cruciform radiated heat and noise at an uncomfortable level. By the time they reached the choir-stand both of them were drenched with sweat.
‘Don’t do it yet. More will come,’ said Rollo.
Naif shook her head. ‘They must hear it now, or they’ll leave.’
‘But the Freeks and the Wings will take time to get here.’
‘They know where we’re going. They’ll come.’
His expression showed he disagreed but when she held out her hand for him to hoist her, he helped her. Rollo’s boost pushed her over the oak facade that segregated the choir-stand from the cruciform. She then climbed to the top row.
At first no one noticed her. She didn’t move or speak but simply stood there, watching the sea of lace and leather and satin and silk; all the textures and reflections of the beautiful clothes. The clothes they wore now would be the last Ixion gave them.
‘Hey,’ shouted a voice. ‘That’s her!’
Another voice joined the first and the call spilled across the cruciform until all the faces were turned to her. She waited patiently, outwardly composed, until curiosity forced them to quieten so they could hear what she had to say.
The well of emotion she’d long kept covered burst from inside her, lending her voice strength and conviction.
‘I’m Naif. Sister of Clash from the Cursed League. Some of you have heard of me.’
A spray of catcalls rose and sank, shushed by others who wanted to hear more.
‘I’ve returned from Grave by way of the pirate Ruzalia. Between us we have learned truths about Ixion.’
The quiet intensified so deeply that she was able to lower her voice. ‘Ixion exists because of a pact between the Ripers and the Grave Elders. When we are withdrawn we do not go to a better, more beautiful place. They take us to Danskoi and drain us of our life fluid and use most of it to help evolve Night Creatures to Riper.’
‘What’s a Night Creature?’ called out someone.
‘In the dark, on the paths, you have felt their presence. They are the eyes you feel upon you but can’t see; the breath on your neck. They are beasts and to them we are food, and that is all. What is left when the Ripers drain us, they give to the Grave Elders to keep them young. It has been that way since Ixion began. It is why Ixion became. But now you have a chance to save your own lives. The uthers who feed and sustain you here will do so no more. The Ripers have killed their queen. There will be no food, no clothes, nothing.’
She paused to let that sink in. Most of them knew that the uthers had disappeared. A murmur spread across the floor and met the noise of an influx of more young ones through the doors.
Naif counted ten breaths, giving them time to settle.
‘The Ripers will come for us soon, and so will the Night Creatures that lurk in the dark. Without the uthers both will be forced to harvest what they can from us.’
She heard their gasps but plunged on. She could not lose their concentration now. ‘I have found a way to end this but you must help me. All of the Cursed League has been taken to Danskoi to be harvested, along with those who have already been withdrawn. We must go there together and surround the church. Stop them. Let them know we won’t stand for it. We have to buy time for our friends until my plan works.’
‘What’s your plan?’
‘I cannot say out loud for the Ripers must not know. But it’s in place now. We just need time. Trust me.’
‘I have no friends in the League,’ shouted a girl at the front. ‘Why should we care if they die?’
‘Me neither.’
‘Nor me!’
‘What about the ones being withdrawn? Soon that will be you. All of you. Even if you escape the Ripers and hide, your badges will expire and you will die. I’ve seen it on Sanctus, the pirate Ruzalia’s island. All the young ones she rescues still perish,’ said Naif.
‘How do we stop that?’
‘The uthers can reverse the badges. Come with me to Danskoi and they will help you. Abandon us and hide and they will not.’
The final words were out. A threat, and a promise she was not sure she could keep. Please, Ufur. Please come!
‘And if we don’t?’
‘The Ripers will be hunting soon. They will find you. Your safety lies in numbers now. Stay close to each other. The Freeks and the White Wings are coming. They bring weapons.’
Shrill calls began to spread across the room. The noise level soared and from it came a cacophony of shouts:
‘Danskoi!’
‘Danskoi!’
‘Danskoi!’
Naif’s determination lifted on the wave of their energy and she pointed to the doors. ‘Light your torches! Bring something to defend yourselves with.’
They began snatching up ornaments from Los Fien: heavy candlesticks, brass urns, whatever they could carry.
‘We go together!’ she cried.
‘Together!’ they shouted back.



 
They marched the path to Danskoi, a long column three, sometimes four abreast, swinging their torches at the night, warding off what lurked out there.
Naif and Rollo took the lead; side by side and grim. Naif held her torch high, moving it in a constant arc, eyes sharpened for the signs of glistening skin or a tentacle. She wished she had a flare like Eve had used. Something that would shed light to the distance so she could see how many of them watched.
‘I’m guessing it’s best we can’t see them,’ said Rollo quietly. He jerked his head over his shoulder. ‘They’d panic for sure.’
Naif considered what he said. Perhaps he was right. Perhaps a flare would cause more damage than good.
She looked ahead. The lights from Danskoi grew closer as the path grew steeper. Not long until they reached its surrounds – but an age of worry.
She hastened her step, driving her legs forward as quickly as the terrain would allow. The night seemed close, windless now, and the stars were dimmed by thin cloud. The moon hadn’t risen.
We’re coming, Clash. We’re coming, Suki.
A scream from behind caused her to stop mid-stride. She turned, and looked back. The light trail ran back to Los Fien. But close to her and Rollo, a girl had become agitated.
‘What is it?’ Naif called.
Another girl answered quickly, ‘A boy’s been taken. Vanished into the night in an eye-blink.’
Naif grimaced. ‘Keep moving. Hold your torches high. There is nothing we can do for him.’
‘We need weapons,’ said Rollo, straining to see. ‘We’re too vulnerable.’
‘The Freeks and the Wings will come.’
‘We should have waited for them!’
‘No,’ said Naif. ‘We couldn’t.’ The crawling sensation on her skin told her the Night Creatures were amassing quickly now. She began climbing again, using one hand to steady her balance, one to hold the torch. She closed her mind to the girl crying for her lost friend.
Lead them on. Lead them quickly. Do not hesitate.
Rollo spoke constantly to her, voicing his doubts, arguing her decisions. But she ignored him. Her focus narrowed onto the lights of Danskoi, the spires that towered above them like night sentinels. Not sanctuary, she thought, land’s end. The place they would stand and maybe fall.
I’ve brought them here. I must not falter.
She forced herself on until they reached the immense double doors. They sat firmly locked, repaired by the uthers after the Cursed League’s attack; those frantic moments when the League had fought the Night Creatures and Naif and Markes and Rollo had discovered what Danskoi was being used for.
‘Can you open them again?’ she asked Rollo.
‘We’ll break it down this time.’
He signalled to a group of boys carrying a heavy brass candlestick between them. They came forward quickly and assembled in front of the door.
‘Now!’ said Rollo.
They ran at the lock, using the brass as a battering ram. It broke apart on the first hit.
Naif asked two boys crowding in behind them to hoist her onto their shoulders.
‘Spread along the wall. Lean your backs to the brick. Set your torch at your feet. Make a perimeter of light. Pass the word.’ She repeated the message over and over as the crowd spilled past her and took their positions around the base of the church walls.
And as they began to spread out, she followed them, answering questions where she could, lending courage. A full circuit of Danskoi took time. And each time she turned, more young ones joined them, until they sat in rows four deep.
When she returned to the door, Rollo stood there waiting for her.
‘We couldn’t breach the cruciform last time because of the weapon of light.’
Naif picked up the iron ring that had been broken in half by the candlestick and handed it to him. ‘One good throw.’
He got her meaning and nodded.
She pointed to the boys who had lifted her on their shoulders. ‘Go up to the gallery with Rollo and you will see the truth of my story. Come back and tell the young ones what you see in there. All of them. They need to hear it. They need to use the knowledge to give them courage.’
As I have used it, she thought.
The horror of what she’d seen in Danskoi had given her the strength to return to Grave. The strength for everything she’d done since.
‘What will you do?’ asked Rollo.
Naif cocked her head. Above the settling noise of the young ones and their talk, she heard something that made her stomach shrink and harden.
‘Carriages. The Ripers are coming.’ Then she saw the thin streams of light flashing upwards, not needing the paths to reach them. ‘Ten of them at least.’ She held her hand out to Rollo. ‘Give me your torch, then go.’
Taking the burning baton, she stepped out past the rows of bodies, creating a pool of light around herself.
The Ripers’ carriages drew to her like moths. She kept her gaze ahead, not allowing herself to look down at them.
They must come to me.
And they did, their carriages shuddering still and sinking to the ground in a half-circle in front of her.
Modai stepped out of the middle one, followed by Brand. Varonessa emerged from the carriage to the left, her long hair pulled high and plaited, making her face seem thinner and more skeletal than Naif remembered. Other Ripers joined them, flanking one or the other. Test was not among them. Nor the rest of Lenoir’s followers.
‘Lenoir’s little bat has returned,’ said Varonessa. Her voice was a hoarse whisper that carried far in the still night.
Behind her the young ones had quietened. She felt their collective fear and willed them to stay where they were. If any of them broke away to the paths either the Night Creatures or the Ripers would hunt them down.
‘We know your arrangement with the Grave Elders. We know what happens in Danskoi. You can no longer control us,’ said Naif clearly. Loudly.
‘Is that so?’ replied Brand. The scarred Riper glided closer than Varonessa, her expression a sneer. ‘And you think you can make us compliant?’
It had been some time since Naif had been this close to the Riper who had torn her obedience strip from her and left her bleeding to death, and she felt a wave of terror.
‘Wanting to live full lives is our right and by deception you’ve taken it from us. You are a brutal and heartless race.’
Brand bared her teeth, a hissing noise escaping her mouth. ‘This time you will pay for your insolence.’
‘Where is Lenoir, your rightful leader? What have you done to him?’ Naif countered. ‘My bond tells me he is hurt.’
The Riper’s expression became cagey.
Varonessa shifted next to Brand before Naif was even aware she was moving. ‘Answer her.’
Brand tossed her head. ‘Lenoir led us poorly, Varonessa. He weakened us with compromise. You would have voted against him.’
‘I make my allegiances in my own time. Your instruction was not to harm him. Now tell me where he is!’ Power seeped from Varonessa’s voice. Naif’s skin burned with the sound of it, and the young ones gasped aloud in pain.
Even Brand was not immune, buckling over as though kicked.
‘Tell me before I slay you!’ Varonessa hissed.
‘In-side,’ Brand managed to choke out.
‘You are draining Lenoir? One of your own kin?’ Something happened to the air around them as Varonessa spoke again.
Brand looked to the ground, teeth gritted. ‘He is not my kin. He killed Leyste.’
‘He protected our agreement with Grave, which Leyste put at risk by his obsession with her.’
A hissing sound filled the air. Naif swallowed as the Ripers fell upon each other; Varonessa’s clan against Brand’s. Naif had seen it before; ferocious speed and ruthless fury beyond comprehension. This time, in the open, it was worse. Dark blood sprayed from their wounds, and their howls curdled her blood.
The young ones added screams of their own as the night erupted with Night Creatures. Naif turned to see them springing from the dark up onto the shadowy walls, clinging to the stones just above the pools of light, as though their limbs had suckers.
Naif ran the complete circle around the church again. ‘Stay where you are! They are coming from above as well. Hold your lights high and low! Alternate with the person next to you!’
Some of the crowd listened, but others panicked and plunged into the darkness. Panic spread faster than Naif could run, and soon they were all up on their feet.
‘We’re surrounded!’ they shouted.
‘What have you done to us?’
‘What have you done?’
More ran and were snatched from the paths instantly by the flick of oily tentacles.
‘Stay where you are!’ Naif implored. ‘Trust me! Please!’
Her heart raced at an impossible speed and her whole body thrummed with their terror. What have I done? It will be a massacre.
She glimpsed Varonessa and Brand still tearing at each other. Varonessa seemed to be the more powerful of the two, a fearful sight with her teeth bared and her hair flying. But Modai flanked her, ready to attack from behind.
Naif opened her mouth to shout a warning. Should she do it? Did Varonessa really support Lenoir? As she stood paralysed, another disturbance in the air caught her eye. Another carriage. One she recognised.
Test!
Lenoir’s second leapt from it and attacked Modai without hesitation. The rest of Lenoir’s clan followed her, throwing their force against Brand.
‘Naif!’ It was Rollo, at her shoulder. ‘They’re in there. All of them. Suki, Clash, Eve, Char, Markes and a girl. We pulled the tubes from their necks. They’re weak but alive.’
‘What about Liam?’
Rollo stared blankly at her.
‘He has a . . . deformed hand. No fingers, only . . .’
‘What?’
‘Never mind.’ If Rollo had not seen him, perhaps Liam had escaped. ‘What about the light weapon?’
‘One good throw took it out,’ he said.
‘Get everyone inside. Now!’
They dragged the doors wide open and began to urge the young ones in. Most didn’t need to be told but some fought against the tide, not wanting to go. Naif herded them frantically, her eyes darting back and forth.
Brand had retreated, calling her clan to her. There seemed to be a lull between the Ripers as they regrouped.
What are they doing?
Naif felt a shiver of alarm as Brand and her followers began to edge closer to the church.
‘Here they come,’ shouted Rollo. ‘Close the doors!’
Naif struggled to pull the door shut as Brand lunged at her with the same speed and rage she’d used on Varonessa.
But before the Riper landed on Naif, an axe flew through the air above her head and sliced straight through Brand’s torso. The Riper’s body fell apart, drenching Naif in blood. She couldn’t move, couldn’t utter a sound, paralysed by the slick warm fluid coating her skin.
‘Well played, little sister,’ said a deep, familiar voice.
Not her brother, Clash, but Dark Eve threw an arm around her shoulder. Naif felt the girl’s unsteadiness, and took as much of her weight as she could. ‘What do you mean?’ she croaked after wetting her dry lips.
‘Look!’ Eve pointed to the paths.
The White Wings surged up into the church, followed by the Freeks. Behind them came the familiar bat-skin cloaks of the Ghosts. Each one of them was armed with either sword or spear or sling.
They attacked the Night Creatures hovering on the edges of the dwindling light and those clinging to the walls. Their fresh torches sent the Night Creatures fleeing back into the darkness, letting the last of the young ones escape into the church.
And when they were safe inside, the gangs closed ranks, creating a barrier between the church and the dark. The Leaguers that had been freed from inside and could stand, joined them, with Eve at the lead.
Naif searched for her brother and Suki, and found them fighting an attack on the other side of Danskoi.
Clash pulled her in between them and Suki hugged her tight, then put a spear in her hand.
Naif stood with her friend and her brother as they lunged and slashed at the Night Creatures, but the brutality of their combat up close froze her. She abhorred her part in arming the gangs. Yet what choice did she have? The Night Creatures would have come for the young ones anyway, and all those in Danskoi would’ve perished.
Knowing the truth didn’t release her from the doubt. All she could think about was Lenoir – how he’d once been a creature like these.
Ruzalia. Please. Hurry. As she pleaded silently, a tentacle caught her ankle and began to drag her into the shadows. Suki roared and chopped at it, but it was too thick for the Stra’Ha girl’s sword and weakened limbs.
‘Clash! Help her! Naif, use your spear!’ Suki screamed.
Naif kicked and writhed to get away but she couldn’t make herself deliver a killing blow. Perhaps because of her bond with Lenoir. Perhaps it was not in her to take a life.
Have her. Have her. Have her. The creature’s thoughts crashed through her mind.
‘NAIF!’ shouted Clash. He swung his axe, but he was also weak from being held captive. The Night Creature absorbed the pain of his attack and unfurled another tentacle.
Naif recognised her final moment. The creature would crush her neck bones – just as one had crushed Krista-belle’s.
For the first time since he’d disappeared outside Illi, she felt Lenoir’s presence strongly.
Fight, Naif. Please. Use your spear.
His concern calmed her. But still she did not use the weapon. The second tentacle wound around her, closing on her throat. Her breath became stuck in her chest. She thought of her mother.
And Clash.
And Lenoir. Did he have the answers he’d sought from her? Had he learned about humans and loyalty, and what they would sacrifice for each other? Had he learned that even without rules, they would still care for each other?
Her vision blurred as the tentacle tightened. Then without warning she was tossed a distance, landing hard on the rocky ground. Dimly she heard noise; an angry, desperate discordance.
Her breathing eased and she opened her eyes. At first there was only a blur, but after a while it cleared. Her whole body ached.
Suki was by her side, feeling her all over. ‘She’s alive. I don’t think anything’s broken.’
Clash fell on his knees beside her, pulling her into his arms.
‘Careful. Her neck is bruised bad,’ said Suki. Her friend peered down at her. ‘What were you thinking?’
Neither she nor Clash held their weapons.
‘What’s happened?’ she croaked.
‘The Night Creatures and the Ripers have disappeared. Back to the caves, we think. What did you do, little sister? How did you do this?’
She couldn’t make sense of his words at first. Then she realised she could see his face clearly; not torch-lit but pale in a grey light. A light that was growing with each breath she took.
‘Further,’ she said, gesturing that she wanted to sit up.
He eased her more upright, so that she was leaning against his chest. She could see Suki in her bloodied tunic, and the ground around them; rock and brush and patches of bare dirt worn smooth from where the Night Creatures had crisscrossed it.
Tears filled her eyes and she blinked, not wanting to miss a single thing. It was coming. The light was coming. Her mood soared so high, she wanted to laugh and cry out.
Instead, she lifted her head and looked into the distance. As the light intensified, she glimpsed the sea. Still a pale grey strip but gaining colour quickly. Her eyes hurt, so she squinted, searching for what she knew would be there.
‘Look,’ she said to Clash, pointing out beyond the breaking waves to where an airship drifted in a cloud of receding darkness, lit by a welter of lanterns.
‘Ruzalia,’ he said. ‘But what’s she doing?’
Naif swallowed, trying to ease the pain so she could explain.
‘We found the Ripers’ ship,’ said Rollo, as he and Dark Eve came to stand beside Suki. He smiled down at Naif. ‘You did it.’
How red his hair is, Naif thought. The colour of a sunrise.
Rollo took in her bruised throat and the blood. ‘And just in time.’ He didn’t look much better but his smile had returned.
‘Tell them,’ she managed to say.
He nodded. ‘The Ripers came here in a great living ship. When it crashed into the sea it created a darkness around itself, making the island a place they could inhabit.’
‘The ship made the darkness?’ said Suki.
‘Yes, so they could survive. It’s like where they’d come from. We found the ship in the sea when we searched for the uther queen. Brand had hidden the queen on board.’
‘How did you know?’ asked Clash.
‘We didn’t really,’ said Rollo. ‘I thought it was reef, but Naif recognised it as something more.’
They all stared at Naif in a kind of awe that made her want to bury her face in her hands.
‘The ship is sick, though, surviving only on what it harvests from the sea and by draining the uther queen.’
Suki squatted down and took Naif’s hand. ‘So what did you do?’
‘We sent a message to Ruzalia to bring ropes and tethers. Kero waited behind to help peg the ropes to the ship’s skin.’
They all stared at the pirate’s airship and the huge dark object far below it, which was moving sluggishly through the waves.
‘So Ruzalia’s towing it away?’
Rollo nodded. ‘We knew that the ship could only spread its darkness a certain distance. By towing it away, Naif thought the light would return. She was right. Eventually, if the ship does die, the night will disappear altogether.’
‘And the Ripers and the Night Creatures?’
‘They need the dark to exist,’ said Rollo. ‘They’ll be forced to live in the caves or die. Without the supply of young humans, though . . .’
Clash gently eased his body out from supporting Naif’s and set her down. Then he kneeled before her.
‘I’m sorry, little sister, to have doubted you,’ he said gravely. With an awkward grace he took her hand and kissed it.
Naif felt something indescribably warm open deep within her. She slipped her hand from his grasp and touched his hair. Memories of her disappointment with him and the harsh words he’d spoken evaporated.
She let Suki help her to her feet. ‘Liam’s gone,’ she whispered in Suki’s ear.
‘I know,’ she replied softly. ‘He was next to me in there. I freed him as soon as I could. He wanted it this way.’
‘Where will he go?’
A wistfulness settled on her face and she shrugged. Then Suki let go of her and ran her sword lightly across her own wrist. The fresh blood appeared bright in the new light of Ixion.
She pressed the bleeding wound on Naif’s hand to her own wrist, mingling their blood. ‘Now and forever,’ she said with humbling formality. ‘You are my family.’



 
They walked together to the front of Danskoi. Suki beside Rollo, Dark Eve and Clash alongside Naif.
By the doors they found Markes and Emilia and Jarrold. Markes leaned on Jarrold for support. They plied her with questions, but she pointed to her bruised throat.
Markes came forward and touched her arm. ‘Naif. You’ve brought the light back to Ixion. I . . . I want . . .’
She forestalled whatever he was trying to say by taking his hand from her arm and placing it on Emilia’s shoulder. Markes had made his choice a long time ago – she knew that now. She also knew that while she admired his talents and found him beauteous, there was nothing deeper between them than that. He had his family beside him, and she had hers.
Jarrold broke the awkward moment by clapping her on the back. ‘You’re un-frossing-believable, Naif.’
‘Jarrold!’ Emilia chastised him as the others burst out laughing.
Naif left them cheering and talking, and entered the cruciform. She passed a tide of people funnelling outside to see the light. Beds had been upended and the Ripers’ complex web of extraction equipment lay in ruins, torn to pieces in anger by the young ones who’d sheltered in there.
She searched the entire church until she found him in a bed in a corner of the nave.
Lenoir’s beautiful hair had fallen out and his skin had blistered. No one had come near him, fearful that, even in this state, he might harm them. On the floor lay the shrivelled remains of a Night Creature who’d been trying to subsume him. The webbing that had connected them dangled from where he’d torn himself free. His eyes were open, as though waiting for her. She bent over him and looked into them.
‘You didn’t fight back,’ he whispered.
She cleared her throat and tried to speak several times before the words finally formed well enough. It hurt but she knew how to ignore the pain. ‘I never meant you and your kind harm. I meant only that we should survive. Surely that’s the right of all living things?’
He managed a weak smile. ‘Still you fascinate me, little bat, even as I perish.’
‘I’ve brought the light back to Ixion and freed the uther queen. You can no longer control us. The cave system is extensive, though. There is room for you to live in the darkness below ground.’
‘There is nothing to sustain us.’
‘With the return of the daylight, the plants will grow, and animals will be born and die. There will be food.’
He closed his eyes and she felt something golden and precious steal through her body, bringing her renewed vitality.
She put her mouth to his ear. ‘Stop, Lenoir, you’re wasting your strength.’
‘Not – waste,’ he managed. ‘A gift . . .’
She put her fingers to his lips to quiet him. ‘You have risked much for me. It’s I who has a gift for you.’
Then she climbed onto the narrow cot, picked up the webbing that had been torn from the Night Creature and nestled it against her chest.
Within moments it had burrowed into her skin and begun the osmosis. They lay together, quietly, in peace. When she began to feel sleepy, she forced herself to tear the webbing away and get back to her feet.
Already Lenoir’s blisters had begun to fade. She leaned down once more and put her lips gently to his.
His eyes flickered open and she needed no words to read his expression.
‘Naif!’ called a voice from across the cruciform.
It was Rollo, waving and excited. ‘The uthers are here. They’re beginning the badge reversals.’
She waved back. ‘I’m coming. Make sure Markes and Suki are first.’
He hoisted his thumb in the air and spun on his heel.
Naif allowed a trickle of jubilation to steal into her body, starting at her toes and spreading through every part of her. She turned back to Lenoir, a smile blossoming on her face.
But the Riper’s bed was empty. Lenoir had gone.
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